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Why is it that we have a generation of young adults who are struggling in close to 
all areas of their lives? I have worked with college students for the past five years, and 
have watched hundreds of them graduate college and enter into the “real world.” 
Watching them in their first years of Emerging Adulthood is fascinating because I am 
watching some of very talented, best resourced, and faithful men and women unravel 
with the transition out of college. 
That is where this project starts, with wandering. First, it looks into the cultural 
shifts that extended adolescence and gets a framework for understand Emerging 
Adulthood as a new stage of life. That research exposed several key parallels between 
what Emerging Adults experience and Israel’s time in Exile. Those themes are explored 
in the contexts of wandering, belonging and calling. Pulling from the book of Jeremiah, 
and his guidance for Israel, wisdom could be harvested and implemented in how a young 
man or woman wanders through their twenties, and it can transform a season of suffering 
into a season of flourishing.  The key is cultivating communities to Wander Well together 
and use a season of exploration, Emerging Adulthood, to move the center of gravity in 
their life from rituals to their hearts. This can be directed through several pivots from: 1) 
from feeling scattered to being sent; 2) from thinking calling is bestowed, you are sent, to 
experiencing the uncovering of calling; 3) from feelings of loss and destruction to 
experiencing preparation as calling emerges; and 4) then finally when we move from 
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I am a millennial, and I feel like the center of attention. Yes, that can make the 
point many have in frustration with the Millennials in their lives, but I do not mean it that 
way. As a Millennial, I am part the most talked about, written about, complained about 
generation, or at least it seems that way. Perhaps the generations that precede us just can’t 
imagine how different things really are—and that we are a product of our environment, 
just like every generation before us. The environment has been moving at lightening 
speed, and Millennials, like everyone else, are just trying to keep up, we just have the 
added challenge of trying to become an adult while doing adult things. 
The U.S. Census Bureau predicts that in just three years one of three adult 
Americans will be Millennials, and in less than ten years they will be three-fourths of the 
workforce.1 That must be why everyone is writing about them. The “market” wants to 
know how to hire, lead, keep, and more importantly, sell to this generation. That has 
produced endless so-called experts, pontificating about the core values, characteristics 
and traits of Millennials. Entire marketing agencies were developed, dedicated to selling 
to this generation, along with consulting firms who claim expertise in recruiting, training 
and retaining millennial talent for big corporations. 
Millennials have experience a convergence of numerous cultural shifts and new 
realities, contributing to the significance of this generation. They are the first to come of 
age with in the digital age, often referred to as Digital Natives. Marc Prensky, an 
education consultant, coined the term as a way of describing how the current education 
system is not set up to successfully teach our young. His thesis said, “Our students have 
                                                      
1 The Council of Economic Advisors, "15 Economic Facts About Millennials," The 
Executive Office of the President of the United States, accessed October 2014, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/docs/millennials_report.pdf, 2. 
 2 
changed radically. Today’s students are no longer the people our educational system was 
designed to teach.”2 He went on to explain that the pace at which technology has 
permeated our society, our young are not just incrementally different than generations 
before. He claimed that a fundamental change has taken place and “there is absolutely no 
going back.”3 
Marc Prensky was just talking about education, but our society, saturated by 
technology overnight, has fundamentally changed on many levels and there is no going 
back. So much so that Jeffrey Arnett, a leading sociologist, developed a theory that a new 
stage of life has appeared between adolescence and adulthood. Not coincidentally, he first 
published this theory in 2002, as if in concert with the first Millennials entering 
adulthood.4 
 The relationship between Millennials and emerging adults is important—
Millennial is a generational label specific to people born between 1980 and the mid-
2000s. 5 Emerging Adulthood is a theory, used to define the period of life between 
ages18-28.6 The relationship between the two is that Millennials are the first generation 
to experience those coming-of-age years in this fundamentally different society, but they 
will not be the last.  
                                                      
2 Mark Prensky, “Digital Native, Digital Immigrants,” On the Horizon, NCB University 




3 Prensky, “Digital Native, Digital Immigrants”  
 
4 The Council of Economic Advisors, "15 Economic Facts About Millennials," 2. 
 
5 Ibid., 2. 
 
6 Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, "Suffering, Selfish, Slackers? Myths and Reality About Emerging 
Adults," Journal of Youth and Adolescence 36, no. 1 (2007): 24. 
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Data can reveal some characteristics and trends among Millennials add texture to 
understanding the fundamental changes in the fabric of American society. They are the 
more diverse than any other generation, with nearly half personally identify as something 
other than white.7 Although they are the most educated generation, they are financially 
worse off than any other generation was at their age, and the only generation for which 
this is the case.8 Their religious views are ambiguous at best, but they open to spirituality 
and longing for purpose.9  
The trickiness of entering adulthood at a time where society has yet to find its 
stride in a digital age has prolonged the process, to say the least, which is why Jeffrey 
Arnett believes that a new stage of life has emerged. Although there is still debate around 
if a new life stage has developed, scholars agree that our young people may legally 
become adults at age 18, to get there socially and developmentally can take another 10 
years. That is a new decade of life that other generations did not experience in the same 
way. This is a season defined by exploration—where definitions of home, community 
and purpose are being tested, developed and most importantly, experienced.  
 The songs of the last decade highlight this longing for home and the exploration 
to finding it. An iTunes search will yield hundreds of results to the inquiry of “home”, 
beginning an anthology to help embrace this significant yearning. Among this collection 
are endless albums, television episodes and podcasts embracing the theme home, 
                                                      
7 The Council of Economic Advisors, "15 Economic Facts About Millennials," 2 
 
8 Pew Research Center, Millennials in Adulthood, March 7, 2014, 1, accessed January 
23, 2016,http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2014/03/07/millennials-in-adulthood/. 
 
9 Christian Smith, Souls in Transition: the Religious and Spiritual Lives of Emerging 




however no category can match the number of songs with “home” as a theme 
Michaelson, a singer-songwriter has a song that has stuck out to me for years. The song 
has not won any awards, but its lyrics are important in understanding young peoples 
search for something. Michaelson introduced the song this way, “It’s a song about where 
we’ve all been. In a place that isn’t really where we wanted to be.”10 The chorus is 
simply, “And are we there yet? And are we there yet? And are we there yet? Home, 
home, home.” 11  She wrote the song when she was in her mid-late twenties, and she is a 
Millennial.  
Materially, home is just as fluid for Millennials as the idea of it. In 2014, 30 
percent of Millennials were living at home with parents, which is by circumstance, 
temporary. Fewer and fewer are owning homes, especially in their twenties, and the 
masses are moving to urban areas, cramming 4 people into 2-bedroom apartments. 12 
Home has become relative, concretely and abstractly, even though we know it is 
fundamental to developmental and emotional health. Susan Clayton, an environmental 
psychologist, explained how people use home to define themselves in what is called, 
“place identity.” She said, “The significance of a physical environment to identity [is] in 
ways it can contribute to a person’s sense of distinctiveness, self-esteem, self-efficacy, 
                                                      
10 Ingrid Michaelson, “Are We There yet Cafe Tour 2008 Atlanta” (video), March 28, 




12 The Council of Economic Advisors, "15 Economic Facts About Millennials," 37, 39, 
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 5 
and continuity.” 13 This leaves twenty somethings quite vulnerable with home in a state of 
transition, their identity falls into transition as well.  
 Other aspects of life in emerging adulthood are the change in what community is 
and how it is experience, and the changing notion of work, especially for those who went 
to college. Naturally, identity feels that loss in transition as well. Dr. Clayton asserted that 
the desire for connection is a “fundamental motivation related to identity.”14 With two of 
Arnett’s key features of emerging adulthood being self-focus and feeling in-between, 
experiencing true connection is a palpable challenge. Work, on the other hand, it a 
winding road to, what can seem like, nowhere, and emerging adults are doing what they 
do—explore. The Bureau of Labor Statistics reported, “Of the jobs held by 18-to-25-
year-old workers, 56 percent ended in 1year of less, and another 14 percent ended in less 
than 2 years.” 15 This growing part of the workforce value experience over listening, and 
espouse value in social good, although is has not been sufficiently tested if it is acted 
upon. The relationship between work and identity completes the trifecta of transitions 
facing emerging adults. 
These three transitions form the categorical themes of the laments of emerging 
adults: wandering, belonging and calling. Within these themes lie the depth and the hope 
of the meandering road they face in order to reach adulthood. According to a youth 
culture expert Dr. Chap Clark, autonomy, belonging and identity are the three objectives 
                                                      
13 Susan D. Clayton and Gene Myers, Conservation Psychology: Understanding and 
Promoting Human Care for Nature (Chichester, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, Ltd., 2009), 1, 62-63 
 
14 Clayton and Myers, Conservation Psychology, 61 
 
15 "Current Population Survey” (2013): U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics," U.S. 
Department of Labor, February 12, 2015, accessed April 5, 2015,http://www.bls.gov/cps, 2. 
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of adolescence.16 The three themes I have identified pair well with Clark’s known 
objectives. Since emerging adulthood was developed on the premise that in our current 
society adolescence ends before adulthood begins, Clark’s objectives would carry into 
emerging adulthood as well.  
In the transition from college to the “real world”, young adults are forced to 
grapple with the new level of autonomy that is available and required. Whether it is 
actual, partial, or aspirational, emerging adulthood is often one’s first opportunity to 
really self-govern. This season of transition from dependence to independence can also 
be viewed as discovering autonomy. This task of adolescence, when transitioned into 
emerging adulthood, is a key factor in why it takes so long to get to adulthood. The 
wandering theme comes from people test-driving their autonomy. In some ways it is used 
for good—to follow passions and explore loves. At the same time, when things get 
difficult, emerging adults lack a moral language or a secure sense of self to make the 
important decisions required of this season of life. As psychiatrist Meg Jay noted, “80 
percent of life’s most significant events [take] place by age thirty-five, as 
thritysomethings and beyond we largely either continue with, or correct for, the moves 
we made during our twentysomething years.”17 
Dr. Clark’s objective of belonging lingers in name and need to my themes of 
emerging adulthood, as it is a core human need. Leaving one season of life and moving to 
another often kindles loneliness, especially when that move is geographical as well as 
                                                      
16 Chap Clark, Hurt 2.0: Inside the World of Today's Teenagers (Grand Rapids, MI.: 
Baker Academic, 2011), 9. 
 
17 Meg Jay, The Defining Decade: Why Your Twenties Matter--and How to Make the 
Most of Them Now, Reprint ed. (New York: Twelve Hatchette Book Group, 2013), xii. 
 
 7 
developmental. It is in and through that community people can begin to understand who 
they are. His last objective, Clark named identity as an objective of adolescence, which is 
distorted, confused or even lost when it was build in and around a temporal set of 
circumstances. Unfortunately, many young people develop a flimsy identity that fills 
emerging adulthood with constant contemplation around calling—Who am I? and Why a 
I here?  
 At the intersection of wandering, belonging and calling emerging adults can find 
freedom, and from that freedom, Clark’s autonomy, belonging and identity can finally be 
realized. Unfortunately, emerging adults are paralyzed in their transition because of its 
exilic setting in their stories. The Gospel could empower them to wander well, with 
freedom, through their emerging adult years—by rooting themselves in rich relationships 



























 THE BACK STORY: ADOLESENCE 
 
Adolescence has always been a perpetually evolving process, which is especially 
true for the purpose or goal of adolescence as a stage of life. The “what” of adolescents 
has remained the same, but the “who, where, when and how” have changed 
significantly—the recent changes leading to the new life stage emerging adulthood. Who 
is involved in an adolescent’s life is a vital component, and shift, changing young 
people’s experiences growing up. This has created what Dr. Clark calls the “world 
beneath,” which is a place adolescents created only for themselves. 18  Historically in 
America, adolescence started at the onset of puberty and finished at approximately 18 
years old, but when and how it ends is unclear.19 In previous generations, adolescence 
was completed and thereby adulthood was achieved, by accepting socially established 
responsibilities including buying a house, getting married, having a child, and finishing 
post-secondary education.20 Today’s adolescents individually define what that 
responsibilities and corresponding achievements are. In his study of American teens, 
                                                      
18 Chap Clark, Hurt 2.0: Inside the World of Today's Teenagers, Youth, Family, and 
Culture Series (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, ©2011), 59. 
 
19 Ibid., 28, 35. 
 
20 Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, Emerging Adulthood: The Winding Road from the Late Teens 
through the Twenties (New York, New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 2006), 6. 
 10 
Christian Smith, found that many of them had an “arbitrary individualism” perspective, 
which led to the “let each person decide for themselves.”21 Although that study was done 
primarily in the context of religion, it can be assumed that it holds true in most other 
areas of their lives, what to do after high school, who their friends are, where they go to 
church (if anywhere), what movies they see or music they listen to. The complexity of 
studying and understanding adolescence is because, as Clark explained, “it begins in 
biology, but ends in culture.”22  
 
Developmental Psychology of Adolescence 
Before looking at what has happened externally in American culture, it is 
important to understand the developmental process going on internally. Developmental 
psychology provides a foundation to the process of becoming “adult” by pairing age and 
mental capacity. IThe father of this ideology is Erik Erikson, who developed Erikson’s 
Stages of Development that trace a baby’s developmental advancements from Infancy to 
Adolescence. That development includes the following stops: Infancy, Early Childhood, 
Childhood, and School Age before getting to Adolescence.23 Adolescence depends on 
what the person does, his or her relationships, activities, moral decisions, school, etc., 
instead of what is done to a person, which is a characteristic of the former four stages. 
Adolescence is the stage when kids begin to wrestle with the formation of his or her 
                                                      
21 Christian Smith and Melina Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious and 
Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers, Reprint ed. (New York, New York: Oxford University 
Press, USA, 2009), 96. 
 
22 Chap Clark, Hurt 2.0 9. 
 
23 Erik H. Erikson, Identity: Youth and Crisis (Austen Riggs Monograph) (New York, 
New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1994), 96-135. 
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identity for the first time, while also beginning to recognize themselves as part of a larger 
whole. Both of those developmental tasks lead toward individuation, and the continued 
progress of identity formation is a key factor in why Arnett calls emerging adulthood “the 
age of possibility.”24  
Erikson put this stage during the teenage years, specifically 12–18, but it is clear 
that identity is not secured by age 18 anymore. The emerging adults continual re-
invention and exploration reveals their lack of realized identity and ability to stay true to 
that identity consistently, which is how Erikson defined the process complete.25 
Lawrence Kohlberg, a developmental psychologist focused specifically on moral 
development, highlighted adolescence as the time kids can start to understand themselves 
as part of something bigger than themselves. 26 Kohlberg theorized six Stages of Moral 
Development that were strongly influenced by the Piagetian tradition. It looks different 
across cultures, but Kohlberg would say kids become adults by adapting morals and 
becoming individuals; therefore, he believed the moral development process is the same 
for every person.27 Stage three and four of Kohlberg’s development theory are part of 
what he called the Conventional Level, which has elements of loyalty and identifying the 
people and groups with which one is involved.  
Feeling in-between and instability are both markers of emerging adulthood, 
keeping them in Kohlberg’s third and forth stages. In this stage kids gain their sense of 
                                                      
24 Arnett and Fishel, Getting to 30: a Parent's Guide to the 20-Something Years, Reprint 
ed. (New York: NY: Workman Publishing Company, 2014), 16. 
 
25 Erikson, Identity, 128. 
 
26 Lawrence Kohlberg, The Philosophy of Moral Development: Moral Stages and the 
Idea of Justice (Essays On Moral Development, Volume 1) (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 
1981),18, 410 
27 Kohlberg, The Philosophy of Moral Development, 115-116. 
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and need for belonging, and it too, like identity formation, is a non-negotiable 
characteristic of adulthood. Many Emerging Adults find themselves in that stage—
beginning to see themselves as part of the whole, but not feeling committed to it. 
Sometimes they find that out by seeing the whole around them and not feeling part of it, 
but what to be. Stage four of Kohlberg’s theory is what Heclo called thinking 
institutionally, wanting participate in society for the betterment of society beyond 
individual needs. 28 
Adulthood, the final stages for Kohlberg, says that people go past simply wanting 
to maintain society, and start hoping to improve society.29 This aligns with the external 
factors accepted by most Americans as adulthood: marriage, career, job, kids, etc. This is 
the move is from independence to interdependence; willingness to not just be self-
sufficient, but to extend yourself into community. Kohlberg lays out the internal 
development needed to get people there, but why is it taking adolescents longer than in 
generations before? Adolescence has always been a perpetually evolving process, 
especially for the goal of the life stage, including the interplay between what is achieved 
developmentally and what is accessible cognitively.  
Individuation happens when an adolescent has a security identity, while also 
understanding himself or herself as a part of a larger whole, and they have the desire to 
contribute to the whole. As reputable psychiatrist C.J. Jung stated, “is a process or course 
of development arising out of the conflict between the two fundamental psychic facts.”30  
                                                      
28 Kohlberg, The Philosophy of Moral Development, 150. 
 
29 Ibid., 411-412. 
 
30 C. G. Jung, The Essential Jung, Revised edition ed., ed. Anthony Storr (Princeton, New 
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1999), 225. 
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That process refers to a person’s conscious and unconscious and Jung believed that 
individuation could not be completely achieved without reconciling the differences 
between the two. It requires a constant attempt of self-discovery, which is what most 
experts agree, is the very essence of adolescence and adulthood. Individuation is a very 
fluid process that manifests itself differently in each individual, and there are differences 
in how to describe, determine and evaluate this process for people.  
 
Cultural Shifts for Adolescents Today 
The cultural shifts adolescents have experienced in recent years have felt tectonic 
plates shifting underneath their feet. External factors, which Dr. Arnett concludes are 
mostly derived from economic issues,31 including the modern mindset, change in family 
structure, community engagement, institutional trust and the emergence of youth culture 
have dramatically disrupted the path to adulthood. Individuation is the goal, but these 
shifts are making a difficult process feel impossible. Culturally, adults have taken a 
somewhat, ‘Oh, kids will be kids…’ approach to adolescents. However that is simply 
untrue and outdated, and people are finally starting to realize that. Chap Clark pointed out 
that Socrates and Augustine wrote personal accounts of their wild and rebellious teenage 
years, 32 and superficially, there are certain similarities. But the frequent and impetuous 
assumption that adolescents have remained very similar for thousands of years, and now 
they just have a different wrapping, is naive. Once the façade is faded and what is 
underneath is exposed, the two seem incomparable. W 
                                                      
31 Arnett, Getting to 30, 2. 
 
32 Chap, Hurt 2.0, 23-25. 
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Across time, the young have primarily been seen as the future of every 
civilization, and there is a process by which they enter adulthood. In many cultures there 
are specific rites of passage or rituals that determine adulthood, after which the 
adolescent is thrust, ready or not, into all of the adult responsibilities of that culture. 
South African tradition says that a boy leaves adolescence (boy) and becomes an adult 
(man) through circumcision. 33 Jewish Law says that at age 13, children become 
responsible for their own actions and they have a bat mitzvah to celebrate this entrance 
into adulthood. For Latina girls, their Quinceañera, at age 15, marks their transition from 
childhood to womanhood. In the United States, however, there has not been a specific 
ritual, but traditionally there have been agreed upon markers of adulthood. Those 
included: getting married, having a child, buying your first home, finishing post-
secondary education and getting your first professional job. 34 Even though those rituals 
look different than some in other cultures, the United States has had similar expectations 
that could qualify an adolescent as an adult. 35 
Since the establishment of the United States, “Life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness”36 have been primary values.  This foundational phrase promotes individuation 
as it encourages an egocentric approach to discerning how someone might contribute to 
society. Essentially it asks, “How do you set yourself apart; how do you get what you 
want?” The American dream requires the dreamer to think of only him or herself, unless 
                                                      
33 Thandisizwe Redford Mavundla, "Rationalization of Indigenous Male Circumcision as 
Sacred Religious Custom: Health Belifes of Xhosa Men in South Africa," Journal of 
Transcultural Nursing 20, no. 4 (2009 10 01): 395-404, 397. 
 
34 Arnett, Emerging Adulthood, 6. 
 
35 Chap, Hurt, 32. 
 
36 Livermore, Cultural Intelligence, 67. 
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of course their dream includes another person in which they are a piece of the puzzle 
being assembled. Individually, and as a country, “[Americans] commitment to protect our 
personal freedoms is directly connected to being a people who are always searching for 
something better.” 37 People of all ages seek individualism in the form of being 
completely self-standing, without anything helping support them. The goal is to not let 
yourself need anyone or be needed by anyone for fear that it would inhibit you and the 
pursuit of your own happiness, leaving in the dust the idea that other people could 
contribute to your happiness. The perceived remuneration with this philosophy is that life 
is lived without anyone else, especially without anyone else’s standards. David 
Livermore asserted, “The American dream includes the idea that no one should tell you 
what your dream is.” 38 The repercussions of this dream are significant in the 
development of people, which is confirmed when tracing through the premodern, 
modern, and postmodern family dynamics.  Christian Smith agrees by asking the 
question, “Which are teens supposed to believe? Adults often tell teenagers that they 
must learn to respect authority, yet most sacred of all American values is the inviolability 
of the individual conscience, derived from liberal individualism.” 39  
A key shift delaying the individuation process among American adolescents is the 
modern mindset, which many other shifts grow from. Modernity celebrated any person 
over any social structure or system, which in turn, promoted self, egocentric, 
                                                      
37 Livermore, Cultural Intelligence, 67-68. 
 
38 Ibid., 68. 
 
39 Smith and Denton, Soul Searching, 189. 
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individuation. 40 As adolescents strived for individuation, they habitually ascribed to a 
type of collective set of standards, as they have always done, however, this time those 
standards were not controlled by adults. A power shift has occurred. This time 
adolescents are writing their own rules and adults cannot even get near the game. Chap 
Clark referred to that as “a world beneath,” a social system that adolescents have created 
to cope with the systemic abandonment they face. Although he acknowledged this did not 
develop overnight, Clark claimed, “[W]ithin the last several years, it has shifted from a 
rather innocuous and at times innocent withdrawal to a unique an defended social 
system.” 41 At its core, the world beneath is about safety. 42 Also, the modern era was the 
height of American pride and that boosted everyone’s desire for community and 
collective lifestyles and standards. As Putnam said, “engagement in community affairs 
and the sense of shared identity and reciprocity had never been greater in modern 
America.” 43 
While the modern era provides perhaps the most pervasive cultural shift, the 
changes in family structure are probably the most significant in terms of the pace of 
adolescent development. David Elkind, a renowned child psychologist, wrote Ties that 
Stress, which is a helpful commentary on the shift from modern to postmodern families. 
He provided crucial insight to the family structures adolescents are traversing as they 
move toward adulthood, and perhaps sheds the first bit of light on why that transition has 
                                                      
40 David Elkind, Ties That Stress: The New Family Imbalance (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1998), 18. 
 
41 Clark, Hurt, 59. 
 
42 Ibid., 63. 
 
43 Putnam, Bowling Alone, 17-18. 
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been delayed. Elkind distinguished the two types of families by how each approached the 
three central relationships to families: parent-to-parent, parent to child, and family to 
community. Love in a family, according to Elkind, has shifted from clear structure and 
roles in modernity, romantic love between mom and dad and maternal love for kids for 
example, to transient roles between all members of the family and community.44  
The modern family existed in such a way that the child’s needs were of primary 
concern. As priorities drifted and began meeting some of their own needs, the family 
dynamic changed. In the postmodern family, the parents are relieved of some of the stress 
that existed, but now the kids are suffering. Parents seem too busy and even disinterested 
in their children. Chap Clark, an expert in adolescent culture, recalled of his research in a 
high school, “I encountered many healthy and involved parents, but there were far more 
uninvolved, stressed-out, and stretched-thin parents.”45 The imbalance has reallocated the 
imbalance in the postmodern family, to neglected kids—Elkind and Clark conclude kids 
are not getting what they need from their parents to grow up into functioning adults.46 To 
underscore how it can be ascertained that adolescents are not getting what they need, 
Lawrence Steinberg, an expert in psychological develop during adolescence, said, 
When a country’s adolescents trail much of the world on measures of 
school achievement, but are among the world leaders in violence, 
unwanted pregnancy, STDs, abortion, binge drinking, marijuana use, 
obesity, and unhappiness, it’s time to admit that something is wrong with 
the way that country is raising its young people. That country is the United 
States.47 
                                                      
44 Elkind, Ties that Stress, 39, 49.  
 
45 Clark, Hurt,107 
 
46 Elkind, Ties that Stress, 2-3 
 
47 Laurence Steinberg, Age of Opportunity: Lessons from the New Science of 
Adolescence (New York: NY: Eamon Dolan/Mariner Books, 2015), 1. 
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The next major cultural shift delaying adulthood is the changing relationship to 
and existence of institutions. As Robert Putnam, a social scientist at Harvard, traces this 
change in relationship to the Baby Boomers,  
This generation was indelibly marked by the events of the sixties—the 
civil rights movement, the Kennedy and King assassinations, the trauma of 
Vietnam, and Watergate. Perhaps with reason- they surely think so—they 
are distrusting of institutions, alienated from politics, and distinctively less 
involved in civic life—even less so their own children.48 
 
A common marker of the modern era itself, birthed from our value of acute 
individualism, institutional distrust is rampant. Hugh Heclo, a professor of Government, 
responded to the autonomy Americans cherish, “Thus we moderns have a cultural-based 
distrust of institutions both because they get in our way and also because we cannot get 
out of their way. In the modern mental landscape, institutional distrust goes with the 
territory.”49  
Emerging adults get a double-dose of this institutional change because their 
parents were boomers so they grew up where the distrust was assumed and the 
involvement plummeted. This has resulted in weakened institutions over the past few 
decades. As Jeffrey Arnett described specifically about the college to work life transition, 
“This crisis may be especially common in the United States, where there are few 
programs or institutions that provide emerging adults with information and guidance.”50 
People are now personally tasked with asserting themselves into adulthood, and not with 
the help of institutions, but at times in spite of them. Institutions used to provide 
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boundaries for people becoming adults. Where Dr. Arnett would argue, there is “more 
freedom but less support,”51 Heclo might respond that young people today lack “a 
mixture of cognitive and emotional attachment yielding habits of action” that would yield 
thinking and living institutionally.52  Modernity celebrated any person over any social 
structure or system, which in turn, promoted self, egocentric, individuation.53 As 
adolescents strived for individuation, they habitually ascribed to collective set of 
standards, as they have always done; however, this time those standards were not 
influenced by institutions. A power shift has occurred. This generation of adolescents is 
writing their own rules to the game of life, and while adults cannot get their hands on the 
ball, institutions are not even in the game.  
The problem with the game analogy is that it assumes adults and institutions are 
trying to get into the game of raising adolescents into adults, but the case has been made 
for the opposite. Chap Clark talks about kids being abandoned by external structures 
during adolescences. Adolescence is the time to develop in many areas inside and beyond 
school, taking many shapes in studies, the arts, athletics, and social skills to name a few, 
but as Clark said, “These structures eventually distanced adults from the specific needs of 
adolescents.”54 In response, adolescents have created their own social system, which 
Clark calls, “the world beneath," to cope with the systemic abandonment they face and 
develop the life skills they need. Although he acknowledged this did not develop 
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overnight, Clark claimed, “[W]ithin the last several years, it has shifted from a rather 
innocuous and at times innocent withdrawal to a unique and defended social system.”55 
At its core, the world beneath is about safety.56 The problem with this generationally 
exclusive, individualist influenced social structure blinds those in it from the rest of 
society.57 When there is a lack of thinking institutionally, individualism will come to the 
forefront. 
The Sex Revolution, along with the Women and Youth Movements are the final 
cultural shifts that contributed to the delay of adulthood.58 In the past, adults provided 
guidance and young people looked up to them. As a youth culture emerged in the 1950s, 
young people stopped looking up to adults and starting looking up to each other.59 This 
gave parents, who were already overstretched, permission to remove themselves and stop 
passing down cultural values. As time has gone by, this gap has widened to a point where 
the adults and youth cannot even see each other, let alone interact with one another’s 
cultures. Clark found in his research that there were places that the students simply would 
let him penetrate their space, simply because he was an adult. He described it saying, “I 
sat on the steps of their world… convinced that we [adults] are welcome there, if we 
mean it. And they need us to mean it.”60 
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The Sex Revolution and Women’s movement changed the landscape created 
options where there had been none before. For instance, now it is widely accepted for a 
couple to live together before marriage. With the rise in birth control options and 
effectiveness, women can control when they have children, and legislation insures they 
can return to work after starting a family. Not unrelated is the scope of jobs those mothers 
are going back to—women have more career options than ever before. On a very 
practical, and very pervasive, level, these factors have contributed to the delays of 
adulthood.  
 
Social Capital Bankruptcy 
The overarching result of much of these cultural shifts is isolated teens living 
fragmented lives, and there is simply no support. Social capital is a term that gives credit 
to the value of social networks. It refers specifically to the theory that when individuals 
connect themselves to others, their productivity increases. 61 Social capital combines the 
need for individuals to be decent and for strong connections to be present. There is little 
value in moral people who never interact with anyone, nor is there value in strong 
connections between immoral people. This is true for communities, but it is similar to and 
also true for the process of individuation in a person. A highly relational (connected) 
person also needs individuality and vice versa. For healthy individuals, it is important to 
have both connectedness and individuality.62  
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Robert Putnam pointed out that, “the term social capital itself turns out to have 
been independently invented at least six times over the twentieth century, but each time it 
has been to call attention to the ways in which our lives are made more productive by 
social ties.”63 Social capital is not merely referring to contacts or acquaintances, but to 
relationships where there is a mutual understanding of expectations from each person. 
These standards have a positive impact on those involved, and can even have positive 
ramifications for bystanders in the community. 64 Norms of a community and culture can 
be shared, expressed, and lived out in the context of social connections and networks, and 
therefore, Social Capital has almost an exclusively positive affect on communities that 
have an abundance of it. The notion that adolescents need strong relationships to help 
them understand themselves and the world is insightful, and social capital has quickly 
become a central part of the development of adolescents. 65 
This idea of connectedness and individuality is a constant balancing act. America 
has one of the most individualistic cultures of any other countries in the world. People in 
cultures like that want to be utterly self-reliant and that “…helps explain [the] American 
‘no strings attached’ approach to relationships.”66 There can be many personal and 
relational issues that come with this approach. For instance, people put a significant 
amount of pressure on them, and in turn, have very little expectation for the people in 
their lives. Human nature gives all people the longing for relationships, and that is seen 
first in the Garden. It is recorded in Genesis 2:18 that after God created Adam, God said, 
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“It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him.” People 
were made for relationships, but that is in direct conflict with the current individualistic 
culture where we oppose others having any sort of influence or power in our lives. 67  
As discussed earlier with the process of individuation in regard to one’s parents, 
this happens in other relationships as well. David Livermore suggests that there are 
considerable problems with living individualistically, especially for Christians. The main 
concern is that of accountability. He gives a personal example of how he and his wife live 
in community with other Christians, “We haven’t gone the route of living on the same 
property and sharing a communal purse, but we do make decision about where to live and 
where to go and church, and about jobs together.” His example is talking about more that 
getting one another’s input, he explained, “It is actually trusting the community with a 
decision that affects our lives.” 68 Livermore views collectivism and the antithesis of 
individualism, and he has a point. Nevertheless, in terms of identity it should not be seen 
as a one or the other. People need to have a clear sense of self (individualism), but they 
also need to see themselves as part of a whole (collectivism). The “I verses We” 69 
perception does not work for a healthy society. If people are pitted against each other like 
that, and constantly forced to choose between their happiness or the betterment of 
society, most often, unfortunately, people will continue to elevate themselves and 
continue to ignore the needs of the rest of society. 
Society has changed, putting little to no emphasis on helping adolescents become 
adults. Adults are predominantly consumed with meeting their own wants and needs, and 
                                                      
67 Livermore, Cultural Intelligence, 124-125. 
 
68 Ibid., 125. 
 
69 Ibid., 127. 
 24 
that has resulted in a lack of social capital for postmodern teens. Now, these adolescents 
are forced to care for themselves. The reality they are constructing their own morals and 
values is a strong indicator as to where we are in the process of individuation, because 
where those types of major developmental issues are being derived in valuable. Again, 
looking at the distribution of power can help categorize how far someone has come in the 
process of individuation.70  
If adolescents are not looking to their parents, or other adults, for their values and 
morals, they have already gotten to a certain point in the individuation process. That is 
when people start to make decisions based on their personal histories instead of the 
teachings or standards of the culture, especially when there is no one there to remind 
them and pass on the standards of the culture. 71 The potential outcome of this is ethical 
subjectivism, which is exactly what it sounds like. Everyone’s morals, values, and ethics 
are all completely and utterly up to their own thoughts; everyone would be little “moral 
islands.” 72 
With these cultural shifts that have taken place and an unwavering and demanding 
psychological process for those years, it is taking adolescents longer to achieve 
individuation, therefore adding years or decade now called emerging adulthood. The final 
stages of individuation happen through the process of self-discovery and exploration, 
both characteristics of emerging adults.  
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 A NEW STAGE OF LIFE: EMERGING ADULTHOOD  
 
 “When I was your age…” is perhaps the most overheard phrase in the life of a 
twenty something. As they try to navigate the terrain of their fluid lives, the well-meant 
words or encouragements are just not very encouraging because we all know, or should 
know, that life is nothing like whey anyone else was this age. However, our culture’s 
obsession with becoming an “adult” is constant, and is no surprise to those actually in the 
process. It is simultaneously the most challenging and confusing, while also the most 
invigorating and fertile time in a person's life. But becoming an adult in today’s culture is 
distinctive from any other period in history; the movement from child to adolescent and 
then to adult is not a paved two-lane highway anymore but more like the subway system 
of New York City to a foreign tourist. Like melting glaciers cutting through North 
America to form the Rockies, the landscape will never be the same.  
Once the terrain has been lived in a bit, the fear can subside and possibilities are 
endless. For now, there is a group of people who are developmentally adolescents yet 
dressed in adults’ clothing roaming the streets of America while everyone looks on 
wondering what is going on. Understanding the scope developmentally and culturally 
allows for honest reflection about who emerging adults are, the defining characteristics of 
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the life stage, the cultural challenges they still face, and the trends in terms of their 
spiritual lives.  
A New Stage of Life 
According to Jeffrey Arnett, a leading scholar of Emerging Adulthood, the 
cultural markers of adulthood in America are getting married, having a child, buying your 
first home, finishing post-secondary education and landing in a career or professional 
job.73 As the statistics show, those markers are happening much later in a person’s second 
decade of life, if at all. According to a PEW research study, marriages are happening five 
to six years later that the previous generation74 and the U.S. Department of Labor 
reported people are having upwards of 5 jobs throughout their twenties.75 As these trends 
were sustained, scholars starting asking questions. Sociologists and other scholars ran 
back to the drawing board to define this season of life. Jeffrey Arnett lead the way, 
coining the term Emerging Adulthood in 2002 and authoring several books on the topic. 
Dr. Arnett’s publications include, Emerging Adulthood: The Winding Road from the Late 
Teens Through the Twenties and When Will My Kid Grow Up?, along with numerous 
journal articles. His main thesis is that young people are delaying the commitments that 
signal adulthood, specifically around love and work, until late into their twenties because 
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of the dramatic shifts in life experiences as one grows up. He believes Emerging 
Adulthood is a life stage defined by exploration.76  
A surge of research and commentary on “Emerging Adulthood” quickly arose, 
with books like, Lost in Transition, Twentysomething: Why Do Young Adults Seem Stuck, 
The Defining Decade, Slouching Toward Adulthood, Adulting: How to Become a Grown-
up in 468 Easy(ish) Steps, Getting to 30, Not Quite Adults and so many more. It is clear 
that this new life stage, loosely established as ages 18-25, but sometimes extends all the 
way to 28,77 is not only confusing for those in their early twenties, but is just as confusing 
to those looking on. There are a few other important thinkers on this generation’s late 
arrival to adulthood, and although they do not all agree on the need for a new life stage, 
they all explore the cultural shifts making the road to adulthood fraught. 
Because this is a new stage of life, there is still al lot of question and speculation 
about it. There is a common belief that emerging adulthood is made up of very arduous 
years. Some believe that is just the way it is; that it is normal and expected and we should 
not think anything of it. In an article that address current thoughts about emerging 
adulthood, whether it is a myth or reality, Jeffrey Arnett affirms, “the uncertainty and 
instability of the age period make it unsettling for may people.” 78 However, he 
challenges the notion that those years are a “time of agony.” He compares the idea of a 
quarter-life crisis with Erik Erikson’s more accurate identity crisis. Erikson recalled the 
first use of the term identity crisis was for a specific situation at a Rehabilitation Clinic 
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during World War II. Then, he said, “We have recognized the same central disturbance in 
severely conflicted young people whose sense of confusion is due, rather, to a war within 
themselves, and in confused rebels and destructive delinquents who war on their 
society.”79  
When Erikson was looking at this, it was in adolescents, but to his 
acknowledgement and with the changes to the developmental timeline that have taken 
place, the identity crisis has now continued on into emerging adulthood or, as Erikson 
said, young adulthood.”80 They are still making choices about the future: their careers, 
marriage, friends, homes, etc., but the social and cultural landscape has changed 
significantly. Smith reported, “The lives of emerging adults are in fact profoundly formed 
and governed by the social and cultural structures of the world into which they are 
growing.”81 Arnett would say that those are challenging years, but that emerging adults 
are navigating through these years successfully. Maybe they are moving a little more 
slowly and maybe with some different outcomes than generations before, but he would 
argue, they are becoming adults. 82 Although Christian Smith would agree that they are 
making it through, he would also say that emerging adults, and those who plan on going 
through this process with them, have much more to learn before anyone should consider 
this stage of life as an extremely positive experience. 83  
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As emerging adults contemplate adulthood, social changes directly impact not just 
their views or abilities about the process, but they also directly impact their knowledge of 
adulthood. Christian Smith said, “life’s major challenge for [emerging adults] is 
transitioning from dependence to independence, from reliance on others to self-
sufficiency, from being under others’ authority and eye to living on their own,”84 and he 
was describing the process of individuation. Arnett argues against the theory that these 
young people just refuse to grow up and take responsibility, saying, “their views reflect a 
shrewd grasp of the realities of adult life.”85 As parents continue to increase how much 
they emotionally confide in their children, those kids are learning at young age just how 
demanding and difficult adulthood can be.86 Kids are starting to wonder why they should 
grow up when all of the adults seem to want to be more like kids again. It could be 
written off as no big deal, but it is a big deal. If we continue to withdraw as adults and 
stop communicating and modeling adulthood in a desirable way, it will extend this 
process even further. Have we hurried them so quickly through childhood and 
adolescents that they cannot help but sit in emerging adulthood for as long as possible? 
Since the process of individuation has been carried over to emerging adulthood, 
so has the deep need for social capital. The time when they are trying to become 
completely independent just happens to be the same time they need the most support. As 
expert Robert Putnam said when talking about even the most casual of interactions, “Like 
pennies dropped in a cookie jar, each of these encounters is a tiny investment in social 
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capital.”87 When looking at what young people need, it becomes clear that what they need 
most is adults in their life who not only care, but also are willing to take the time to 
invest? It is not about a lack of caring for the next generation, it is about not making the 
investment in that a priority.  
With all emerging adults have on their plates culturally and developmentally, and 
most often outside of the comfort of their childhood homes and with little social capital, 
one could assume, as Christian Smith did, that they are completely overwhelmed— 
physically, emotionally, and spiritually.88 In an article that address current thoughts about 
emerging adulthood, whether it is a myth or reality, Jeffrey Arnett affirms, “the 
uncertainty and instability of the age period make it unsettling for many people.”89 This 
crisis of identity is not is a shift of identity, or even loss of identity, its in the construction 
of an identity—with too few tools and no directions. As emerging adults contemplate 
adulthood, social changes directly impact not just their views or abilities about the 
process, but they also directly impact their knowledge of adulthood. Steven Mintz 
published a history of modern adulthood, and he sympathized with those trying to 
become adults today. Emphasizing there is a “tangled transition to adulthood with no 
orderly progression” and that the road is “gradual and uneven.”90  
 
Defining Features of Emerging Adulthood 
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 The goals that Chap Clark defined for adolescence, autonomy, belonging and 
identity, are carried over into emerging adulthood. Jeffrey Arnett developed 5 features of 
emerging adulthood that begin to frame this season of life and those journeying through it 
toward those formerly adolescent goals. These 5 features are: 
1) It is the age of identity explorations, of trying out various possibilities, 
especially in love and work. 2) It is the age of instability. 3) It is the most 
self-focused age of life. 4) It is the age of feeling in-between, in transition, 
neither adolescent nor adult. 5) It is the age of possibilities, when hopes 
flourish, when people have an unparalleled opportunity to transform their 
lives.91 
 
These features distinguish this stage of life from adolescence and adulthood. Christian 
Smith similarly emphasizes that a new, distinct stage of life has emerged. He believes 
that the particular freedom afforded during this life stage, “Enables emerging adults for 
many years to explore, experiment, discover, succeed or fail, move on, and try again.”92  
 The first feature of emerging adulthood according to Arnett, identity explorations, 
tracks with Erikson’s description of an identity crisis. The freedom to explore comes 
from the combination of living on your own with a lack of commitments in work, love, 
long-term residence, children and other aspects of life that cause rootedness.93 The 
freedom allows for exploration far beyond that of previous generations, which can be 
thrilling and sometimes destructive. It seems like being digital natives would play into all 
of the features, but this one especially. Mark Prensky claimed that thinking patterns have 
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changed, and are never going back.94 The limitlessness of the Internet likely contributes 
to the breath, height and depth of exploration imagined and experienced. 
 Instability is a natural feature to follow exploration. With the shifting of paths, the 
trying on of different identities, and the lack of attachments create tremendously unstable. 
Arnett explained this feature by narrating different scenarios where something does not 
go like expected so the Plan has to be revisited. He said this pattern culminates like this, 
“With each revision in the Plan, they [emerging adults] learn something about themselves 
and hopefully take a step toward clarifying the kind of future they want.”95 The most 
tangible, and geographical, proof of this feature is how often emerging adults move, new 
roommates in new cities their homes are like a revolving doors. The “Millennial Report” 
put out by the White House reported, “The pace of household formation is low and the 
“headship rate” among Millennials – the rate at which Millennials head their own 
households – has fallen.”96 
 
 Perhaps a more controversial feature Arnett has identified is that this people in 
this life stage are self-focused. He explained this distinction between childhood and 
adolescence, also seemingly developmentally self-focused because of those seasons of 
life have parents and teachers. Those adults constantly play the role of disrupting the 
focus and diverting it elsewhere. The years from 18-16 are also full of choices that a 
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person must make for himself or herself, bolstering the self-focus out of necessity. 97 Dr. 
Smith would add that emerging adulthood is woven with “transience, confusion, anxiety, 
self-obsession, melodrama, conflict, stress, disappointment, and sometimes emotional 
damage and bodily harm.”98 Everything Smith lists here, based on extensive interviews 
with emerging adults, would promote and sometimes require attention on ones self.  
 Dr. Arnett said emerging adulthood is, “like an age in-between, neither 
adolescent nor adult, on the way to adulthood but not there yet.” 99 Feeling in-between is 
the third feature he listed, an obvious result of the first two. With the vague criteria for 
adulthood, it is easy for an emerging adult to be unsure if they have made it or not.  
 Surprisingly for some, the last feature listed for emerging adulthood, according to 
Arnett, is possibility. He said, “It tends to be an age of high hopes and great expectations, 
in part because few of their dreams have been tested in the fires of real life.” 100 That 
statement was followed by a statistic that 96 percent of emerging adults think they will 
end up where they want to be, even if they are not sure where that is. 101 A Pew Research 
study also showed Millennials as being the most economically optimistic generation, 
which could have some roots in this feature.102 Arnett also explained,  
Still, more than any other period of life, emerging adulthood presents the 
possibility of change. For this limited window of time—seven, perhaps ten 
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years—the fulfillment of all their hopes seems possible, because for most 
people the range of their choices for how to live is greater than it has ever 
been before and greater than it will ever be again.103 
 
 
The Finish Line: The Beginning of Adulthood 
 With so much research about what emerging adulthood is and what makes it 
distinct, the “finish line” does not surface as clearly and consistently as other elements.  
In history of modern adulthood, expert Steven Mintz said, “For centuries the human life 
course has been represented through metaphors: as a circle, a cycle, a pilgrimage, a 
journey, a mission, a game, or, more recently, as a sequence of psychosocial stages or 
tasks, or a series of passages or critical junctures or transitions.”104 He goes on to explain 
how each era’s view of life was deeply informed by the cultural circumstances and 
trends. The theory of emerging adulthood is no different. It is a stage of life birthed out of 
evolving social norms and structures, defined by relative uncertainty and exploration, and 
therefore, it is a life stage with no tangible identifiers to signal its end.  
 There is a tendency to still rely on the traditional marks of adulthood: marriage, 
house, career, children and post-secondary education to signal adulthood. However, 
throughout his research with emerging adults, he has uncovered 3 themes in how they 
categorize adulthood: 1) Accept responsibility for yourself. 2) Make independent 
decisions. 3) Become financially independent.105 Another interesting dynamic that 
showed up in Arnett’s research is the gap between what scholars see as clear, 18-25 year 
olds are not adults, and what they say about themselves. Arnett’s study revealed that yes, 
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close to 60 percent said “yes and no” when asked if they were an adult. However, nearly 
40 percent said yes leaving only a handful that said no. 106  
 Steven Mintz pointed out that much of the thinking on the road to adulthood was 
not linear or continuous until the social scientist of today developed the “life cycle.”107 
He called upon Augustine’s memoire Confessions, to note the natural evolution and 
rhythm of a gradual, non-continuous journey toward adulthood, which can also be 
thought of in terms of maturation or self-actualization. He added, “Starting in the 1980s 
and 1990s, the trend toward relatively uniform sequencing and timing of key life events 
eroded.” 108 So as society moves away from prescriptive stages, the journey toward 
adulthood is excavated to discover traces of growth to report progress. The good news is 
eventually you get to adulthood, or as the term emerging adulthood begs, people emerge 
as an adults. According to Mintz, adult years are the “prime of life.” He acknowledges 
the demands and pressures of adult life, but he believes those are overwhelmed because it 
is also the point in life where your capacities and resources are the greatest. 109 
 
  
Spiritual Lives of Emerging Adults 
 
 In talking with many emerging adults, I have heard a theme as they ponder their 
newly minted life in the big world. They often ask, “What’s the point?” They ask because 
they are overwhelmed with the many choices, that keep coming. They are overwhelmed 
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by trying to cultivate close friendships only to see those friends move on to other jobs in 
new cities. They are overwhelmed because everything seems to take effort, and more 
effort. They ask, “What’s the point?” because they actually do not know. This, then, 
spurs a whole different type of conversation about God, faith, spirituality, or whatever 
else it could be called. In this season of exploration, exploring spirituality is very much 
part of the equation.  
 When someone graduates college, it is basically the first time in his or her life 
when it is not someone’s full time job to care for their spiritual lives, if they want it. This 
is a significant transition when it comes of matters of faith. As a child, teen, or college 
student, there are directors, pastors, campus chaplains, etc. committed to shepherding. 
Slowly urban churches are developing young adult, sometimes called “YoPro” programs, 
but they are not consistent enough to bridge what young people are used to on their 
college campuses. In his chapter, “Source of Meaning,” Arnett recalled Erikson’s 3rd 
pillar of identity, which needs to develop a worldview. For Arnett, a worldview has two 
components; one is asking religious questions and the other is committing to values.110 
According to Christian Smith, “a solid majority of emerging adults are simply not that 
interested in matters religious or spiritual.”111 So, consistent with the characteristics of 
this life stage, they are going about it their own way.  
 In his book, Souls in Transition, Dr. Christian Smith unveils his longitudinal 
study following the spiritual lives of hundreds of emerging adults. Contrary to Smith’s 
research, the common stereotype for emerging adults and spirituality is they are very 
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open to spiritual things, but are very anti-religion. Smith confirms that there is some of 
this, but that it is not the majority. In fact, this group only represents 15 percent of those 
in the study. 112 
 According to Dr. Smith, the vast majority of emerging adults don’t fall into to 
stereotypical “spiritual but not religious” category. Therefore, he created five other 
categories to help map the landscape of the religious beliefs and practices of emerging 
adults. He reports the following categories, with their percentages: 
  Irreligious   10% 
  Religiously Disconnected 5% 
  Spiritually open  15% 
  Religiously Indifferent 25% 
  Selective Adherents  30% 
  Committed Traditionalists 15% 113 
 
Similarly, Jeffrey Arnett came up with his own categories, based on his research with 
emerging adults. His categories are: 
  Agnostic/atheist  22% 
  Deist    28% 
  Liberal Believer  27% 
  Conservative Believer 23% 114 
 
Although they have different categories, Arnett and Smith come up with similar 
conclusions. Arnett’s categories help frame the conversation about emerging adults with 
four major categories, while Smith’s categories were very granular. Overall, their 
categories fit together, but Smith has more categories of non-believers, while Arnett has 
three categories of believers. For Arnett, Agnostic/atheist are those who utterly reject the 
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existence of God, which he tallied at 22%.115  However, for Smith, Irreligious, 
Religiously Disconnected, Spiritually Open, and Religiously Indifferent, are all 
categories that people don’t believe in God and totally 55% of his interviewees. 116  
The other half of Arnett’s list covers the people of faith. He starts with Deists who 
believe in God outside of any formal religion, and Smith did not have a category that was 
similar.117 Off by eight points, Smith’s Committed Traditionalist and Arnett’s 
Conservation Believer, are defined very similarly. However, Arnett and Smith both have 
about a third of their interviewees in categories called Liberal Believer and Selective 
Adherents, which are both defined as people connected to a religion but are flexible. 
They believe is the universality of religions and they take what they want and leave what 
they want.118 
Based on the research from Arnett and Smith, there are three conclusions relevant 
to the spiritual lives of emerging adults, diversity within diversity, competing desires, and 
thoughtful interest.  First, their spiritual lives are incredibly diverse. This comes from 
what Arnett pointed out as a highly-individualized journey, with no rules or limitations. 
119 This plays into the exploratory nature of this season of life, allowing emerging adults 
to make their own way, make their own choices and build their own religion, if they 
desire. Arnett made comments in his book like, “Make-Your-Own-Religions,” and 
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“congregation of one.” 120 Smith added to this while he reflected that this season has a 
“devotion to the ideas of personal freedom, autonomy, and self-direction…” 121 It makes 
sense, that a season that is defined by exploration and appropriately self-focused, from a 
developmental standpoint, will bring those characteristics into the adoption, or not, of 
spiritual and religious practices.  
However, it is important to note that individualized does not necessarily mean 
individualistic. Arnett established the different ethics of collectivism and individualism, 
and noted that emerging adults are not primarily one or the other. They are a balanced 
mix of both across the population, but also within individuals. 122 This exposes the great 
tensions that comes from competing desires. In their search for identity, they want to be 
their own master, however, they also inherently desire good for all.  
The third conclusion that is clear from the research of Arnett and Smith is that 
largely, emerging adults are approaching life’s big questions and values with thoughtful 
intent. Smith said very early in his book that emerging adults are not compartmentalizing 
different aspects of their lives, but they are being “powerfully shaped” by their cultural 
world views and their lived experiences. 123 To this point, Smith also confirms that 
religious practices make a difference in the lives of emerging adults. Specifically, 
engagement in religious practices is often associated with less drinking and less sex. 124 It 
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is clear that the spiritual lives of emerging adults are as misunderstood as any other 
element of this stage of life. At first blush, the stereotype tells a story about a generation 
of young people who are disengaged at best and radical at worst. The research, however, 
proves that they are doing this their own way, creating new layers of diversity among 
religions and practices, they are holding the tension of wanting to make something for 




Arnett concludes that emerging adults are in fact, successfully navigating through 
their challenging adolescent. Maybe they are moving a little more slowly and maybe with 
some different outcomes than generations before, but he would argue, they are becoming 
adults.125 Although Christian Smith would agree that they are making it through, he 
would also say that emerging adults, and those who plan on going through this process 
with them, have much more to learn before anyone should consider this stage of life as an 
extremely positive experience.126 It is clear that the cultural stage that the play of 
psychological development is being performed has changed significantly, and call it what 
you want, there is an Act 2 to adolescence. Perhaps there is something uniquely 
formational, especially in the Christian sense, about losing structure and have to discover 
definition and purpose in the wilderness. 
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WANDERING IN EXILE 
 
Emerging adults are navigating the tricky waters of becoming adults. They are 
caught in a middle wasteland, or so it can seem, of no longer being adolescents but not 
yet adults. It is a season marked by fluidity, exploration, instability and construction. This 
collection of twenty-somethings is forging a path that has never been taken: unmarked 
trails, uncharted waters. A guiding narrative to theologically explore this new life stage 
would be Israel’s Babylonian exile, a point in time also marked by fluidity, exploration, 
instability and construction. What is known about the Israelite’s experience in Babylon 
and God’s command to the while they were there, can theologically frame the wandering, 
belong and calling of emerging adulthood.  
 
Story of the Babylonian Exile 
The Babylonian exile is one of the most confusing and undocumented pieces of 
Israel’s history, but it is invaluable to comprehending the full story of God. As Rainer 
Albertz, a notable Old Testament scholar, said, “It [Babylonian exile] stands as a murky, 
gaping hole in the history of Yahweh and his people, illuminated only briefly by isolated 
 43 
beams of light.”127 Those isolated beams of light are found mostly in Daniel, but can be 
further contextualized with passages from Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Ezra. The book of 
Esther takes places in this period as well, but offers a very specific view of the 
circumstances. Leading up to Exile, Israel was divided into the Northern and the 
Southern Kingdoms and there was a history of evil kings and unfaithful people. The exile 
was a response to Israel’s unfaithfulness, even after God had pity on them sending them 
many messengers, whom Israel rejected.  It is recorded in 2 Chronicles 36:17, “God 
handed all of them over to Nebuchadnezzar.” Even when defeat was certain for the Jews, 
God still sent messengers of hope, one of whom was the prophet Jeremiah. Dr. Kaminski, 
a professor of Old Testament theology and Hebrew put it this way,  
Judgment is surely coming, but there is hope beyond it, for God will 
gather his people, bring them back to the land, and make a new covenant 
with them. God says to Jeremiah: “Thus says the LORD who made the 
earth, the LORD who formed it to establish it—the LORD is his name: 
Call to me and I will answer you, and will tell you great and hidden things 
that you have not known” (Jer. 33:2-3). These “great and hidden things” 
include his promise to cleanse his people from all their iniquities and 
pardon all their sins (Jer. 33:8).128  
 
If God is promising to rescue the Jews before they are even captured, there must be a 
specific reason or purpose in sending them into exile. This purpose will serve as a 
guidepost to the exilic-like characteristics of emerging adulthood. 
The exile cleverly began in 605 BC when Nebuchadnezzar, brought a group of 
elite Judeans including Daniel; this is known as the First Deportation and is recorded in 
the first chapter of Daniel.  In 597 BC the Babylonian king brought Judah’s king, the 
                                                      
127 Rainer Albertz, Studies in Biblical Literature, vol. 3, Israel in Exile: the History and 
Literature of the Sixth Century B.c.e (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, ©2003), 3-4. 
 
128 Carol M. Kaminski, Casket Empty: Old Testament Study Guide: God's Plan of 
Redemption through History (CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2012), 224-225. 
 44 
prophet Ezekiel and others in the Second Deportation. It was not until 589 BC that 
Solomon’s Temple and Jerusalem were destroyed that the Exile officially began, 
although many Judeans were already displaced. 2 Chronicles 36:16 revealed, “They [the 
Babylonian army] set fire to God’s temple and broke down the wall of Jerusalem; they 
burned all the palaces and destroyed everything of value there.” The Babylonian exile 
under King Nebuchadnezzar lasted until 539 BC, which was ended by the Persian king 
who allowed the Jews to return to Jerusalem, although many did not go back. The exile 
will be fully over when Christ comes again.129 Exile is an important time for Israelites, as 
Daniel Smith-Christopher said, “The exile was both catastrophic and transformative for 
Hebrew existence.” 130 
Parallels Between Exiles and Emerging Adults 
Exile produced a painful and significant loss of autonomy, identity and belonging 
for the Israelites, which they needed, especially in exile. This is where connections can be 
discovered between the exiles and lives of emerging adults. In both cases, it is clear that 
any previous construction of those three qualities was done in vain or on shaky ground. 
Daniel Smith-Christopher, who wrote A Biblical Theology of Exile, said, “In writing 
about exile, I chose to write from the perspective of an empathy, if not open sympathy, 
with the attempts of refugee Hebrews to rebuild a social life from the pieces left…”131 
This must be true of work with, and writing about, Emerging Adults in the U.S., 
objectivity to provide sturdiness, while compassionately considering what they have 
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experienced and are experiencing. The story and circumstances of the Babylonian exile 
has specific parallels with the experiences of emerging adults. American Old Testament 
scholar Walter Brueggemann noted the ease at which exile can be translated to current 
circumstances because, as he claimed, “exile is largely paradigm and model, not an 
extensive historical fact.” 132 Also, he noted, whether a Jew was deported or not, which 
they were not all in Babylon, all “participated in the sense of being exiles, lived between 
assimilation and despair, and were summoned to fresh faith.”133 
 
Loss of Autonomy 
Simply put, autonomy is “the state of existing or acting separately from others.”134 
It has the most external qualities and therefore the most noted loss experienced in exile. 
By this definition, Israel’s loss of autonomy is best described as their lost status as a 
nation. Being absorbed and taken over by Babylon, they became a non-state, “but not 
therefore an nonviable existence,” as Daniel Smith-Christopher prompts.135According to 
Rainer Albertz, “Israel underwent five profound social changes that had far-reaching 
consequences all related to their autonomy as a nation: 
1. Loss of their existence as independent states 
2. Irreversible disintegration of Israel’s territorial integrity 
3. Loss of centralized political power (strengthening familial bonds) 
4. Ended unquestioned presumption of a national identity  
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5. Loss of state cohesion (more permeable to outside influences).” 136 
 
With the vast loss of statehood, with all its implications, there was also the sense of 
“Profound absence: glory has departed,” as listed previously by Walter Brueggemann.137 
Dr. Kaminski adds to that point, “The departure of God’s glory marks the most tragic 
even in Israel’s history.”138 The Israelites believed that the glory of God, His real 
presence, had left them with the destruction of the temple. They, as His chosen people 
were to be protected by Him and instead were exiled by His hand. This is, although not 
usually at quite large of a scale, true of many Emerging Adults’ experiences, specifically 
in their lack of attachments. They get to make decisions solely based on their own wants 
and needs, which is simultaneously freeing and isolating.  
 
Loss of Identity 
It is clear in most exilic scholarship that the identity of the Jews was severely 
shaken during that time. The loss was felt so distinctly it was eventually built into 
something that could never be lost again. Adolescents dabble in identity formation, but 
the real work on identity now happens in emerging adulthood. There is a discipline of 
unlearning that must be employed in ordered to gain an abiding identity in Christ, and 
sometimes, as in Israel’s case, if it cannot be unearned, God takes it away. In this process 
of losing a false identity, the work done before is not completely thrown out, but it is 
reinterpreted to be meaningful in news ways. For instance, it was in exile where the Jews 
developed the Pentateuch. Ralph Klein said, “The Priestly writing in the Pentateuch 
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retold the story of Israel before the exile,” which was important to recall during exile.139 
It helped root the identity of the exiles in where they came from, giving them a 
foundation for their identities, while also keeping them from making all of the same 
decisions. Klein further explained the Pentateuch shaping the new community this way, 
Ps [Priestly writings in the Pentateuch] new community is to be shaped 
after that one formed at Sinai, whose chief characteristics were a 
tabernacle in which Yahweh dwelled, a proper priesthood, and a proper 
sacrificial system. This new community is to be brought about only by the 
force inherent in promises from the past, in the covenants with Noah and 
Abraham. P showed in numerous ways how the promises of these 
covenants had been effective in the past and why they could be trusted in 
exile. He urged the exiles to maintain their identities by keeping the 
Sabbath and practicing circumcision.140 
 
This is helpful because it holds together the necessity for a new community in light of the 
old. Martin Noth adds, “The traditions to which Israel looked back, also contained, 
however, a reference to the future,”141 and this is true for Emerging Adults as well.  
In shaping a new identity, whether for the nation of Israel or for a specific 
emerging adult, Brueggemann warns against “The twin temptations of exile are despair 
and assimilation, both temptations to give up a peculiar identity for a less-demanding, 
less-risky identity.”142 We know from the 3rd chapter in Daniel that in exile, the Israelites 
faced the temptation to conform, and as Daniel 3 described, were even forced to worship 
the Babylonian god. As a Jew, their identity was completely married to the practices of 
their faith. So to not only be limited in their ability to observe said practices, but to be 
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forced to participate in the worship of another god was shameful. Looking back at 
Brueggemann’s interfaces, the “Experience of moral incongruity”143 fits in here. Since 
the first commandment from Deuteronomy 5:67 reads, “I am the Lord thy God, Thou 
shalt have no other gods before me,” this situation in exile is clearly combative to the 
Jews ability to obey this command. Similarly for Emerging Adults, although they are not, 
in most cases, limited by how or if they are allowed to worship their God, the spiritual 
practices of their adolescent lives are no longer relevant or feasible. There is a temptation 
to simply fall in line as assimilate—going for the “least risky” identity available.  
 
Loss of Belonging 
As the Israelites were dispersed during their exile, they also lost all sense of 
belonging—to each other and to God; they felt orphaned, which Brueggemann described 
as a characteristic of exile.144 Cries to God from people who feel forgotten are quoted in 
Lamentations (5:20) and Isaiah (49:14), expressing the pain of this separation, pleading, 
“How long, O, Lord?” One of the distinctive of Emerging Adults is their lack of 
attachments.  
Having a place with people to belong to is fundamental to healthy development, 
says Susan Carter.145 The absence of it leads to a loss of belonging, a loss of home, also 
known as exile. Like emerging adults, the exile of the Jews was far more than simple 
geography. They were stripped of the structures and practices that gave their life and 
religion value and consequence, and they were forced to become part of a culture where 
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those things were not only missing, but were ridiculed.146 With a relatable grasp on exilic 
experiences, Walter Brueggemann said “Exile, that is social, cultural displacement, is not 
primarily geographical but liturgical and symbolic.” 147 People belong to the rhythms and 
artifacts of their cultures, along with the people with which they share those liturgies; so 
when all of those things are taken away, it is not surprising that people felt as though they 
did not belong in the new land. The truth was, they did not belong. They were not home.  
Emerging adults experience a severe loss of home as well, particularly when they 
graduate from college and start their first job. All of a sudden the norms and patterns of 
their life are not conducive to their new circumstance. All of a sudden Emerging Adults 
are not living with six best friends who all have similar schedules. In a moment, even in 
the same city, life is unrecognizable and it is easy to feel like they do not belong. Robert 
Putnam, in his thoughtful account of the changing culture in American discussed a central 
goal and challenge of new soil. Although he was talking about the Industrial age, his 
point is taken to any displaced people. Putnam concluded, “Finding and shaping new 
tools for cultivating community in the alien soil of industrial society, was, thus, a central 
task for the progressives.”148 Finding and shaping new tools for cultivating community in 
the alien soil of Babylon, was, thus, a central task for the Israelites; or as finding and 
shaping new tools for cultivating community in the alien soil of life after college, is, thus, 
a central task for emerging adults. 
Martin Noth, a German biblical scholar, explained belonging in exile as, “The 
result of this separation from religious observances was that certain traditional customs 
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acquired importance as tokens of their unity with their won past and with the tribes in 
their old homeland at the same time as signs of their belonging together.”149 He found the 
sense of belonging in exile comes from a connection to the past. This sentiment can be 
heard in the words of Isaiah,  
Listen to me, you who pursue righteousness   and who seek the Lord: 
  Look to the rock from which you were cut   and to the quarry from 
which you were hewn; look to Abraham, your father,   and to Sarah, who 
gave you birth.  When I called him he was only one man,   and I blessed 
him and made him many (51:1-2). 
 
Connection to those who have gone before is always reassuring, and many twenty 
somethings long for it. In the same way that they Babylonian exiles were forced to be 
creative and develop their own sense of that was happening, so must Emerging Adults. 
The Israelites had the prophets to look to for guidance, and emerging adults can look to 
those same words. For even Daniel, who at first would not even eat the food or drink the 
wine Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar allotted for him, ended up “clothed in purple, a 
gold chain was placed around his neck, and he was proclaimed the third highest ruler in 
the kingdom” by Nebuchadnezzar’s son Belshazzar. This was recorded in the 5th chapter 
of the book of Daniel.   
Exile Connects Today 
Much of the experience of the Babylonian exile is unknown, so is important to 
recognize the range of experiences. Some conditions were very tolerable, while others 
were horrible beyond imagination. For instance, Daniel was brought into the King’s 
palace and was given food and wine, while King Zedekiah was captured, his sons were 
killed in front of him, and then he was blinded (Daniel 1:8; 2 Kings 25:7). Even with the 
range, all were equally in exile. For Emerging Adults this is an important clarification 
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because the focus is not primarily the experience exile, but rather emotional and 
developmental ache of exilic characteristics. Walter Brueggemann wrote a book about 
preaching to people in exile called, Cadences of Home. His book frames the exilic 
experience precisely for understanding how to harvest from it to be used in our present 
contexts. Brueggmann is writing to a what he considers a post-Christian American 
audience, which deepens its ability to translate to young people post-college. 
Brueggemann found what he calls “6 Interfaces of the circumstance of exile.” 150 The 
parallels between Brueggemann’s interfaces and Arnett’s Five Features of emerging 
adulthood solidify the connection between exile and this new life stage. Brueggemann 
starts his interfaces with a mandate; he said, “Exiles must grieve their loss and express 
their restful sadness about what was and now is not and will never again be.”151. This is 
deeply connected to another of his interfaces, “Power of Despair.” He described again 
how overwhelming it is to lose everything and have it be, and feel, helpless.  
Jeffrey Arnett’s Five Features align perfectly with Brueggemann’s other 
interfaces, starting with his “feeling orphaned” interface with Arnett’s feature of 
“instability.” Brueggemann defined feeling orphaned with, “the theme of rootlessness, as 
though we do not belong anywhere.”152 Moving constantly throughout one’s twenties is 
illustrative of the fluidity of this season in all areas of life: relationships, work, religious 
engagement, etc. Again, this refers to a deep lack of attachment felt by exiles and 
emerging adults alike.153 Next, an interface of exile was portrayed as profound absence, 
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which speaks to Arnett’s feature of feeling in-between. In exile the Jews experienced 
God’s absence, which changed how they saw themselves. Similarly, many emerging 
adults experience an absence of significance as they transition away from the structures 
they formerly fit into. This feeling of in-between while in transition, can feel like absence 
of significance, and at times, God.  
Closely related to this feature of in-between sits Arnett’s feature of identity 
exploration. The rules have not only changed for emerging adults, many of them have 
been dismissed altogether. Emerging adults find themselves in new places with new 
norms, values and expectations, a perfect climate to try on some new identities. 154 
Emerging adults being to discover what really matters to them—a byproduct of hard 
circumstances. People can hardly know what matters to them until it costs them 
something to have it, whatever the “it” may be. This hits home to the interface 
Brueggemann described as moral incongruity, which identifies that the existing values 
and morals of the exiles did not align with those of Babylon.155 The final interface and 
feature of essentially the same: self-preoccupation and self-focus, a clear response to 
exile, transition or change. At the end of his list of features, Arnett takes a distinct turn 
toward positive noting emerging adulthood as an Age of Possibilities. Arnett 
acknowledged their hope is not grounded in reality, and is therefore cheap in nature, but 
it does represent their known reality: the perceived options are limitless. He also 
acknowledges some of the features that are primarily problematic, could provide 
opportunity for some. For example, if someone comes from a family that seems to pass 
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down bad behaviors, the lack of attachment can offer opportunity to change a cycle. 156 A 
new direction is sometimes a good one. Eventually, exile proved to be a good direction 
for the Jews.  
A central challenge of exile that parallels a central challenge of Emerging Adults 
is disorientation, which Alan Mintz described beautifully, “The catastrophic element in 
events [of exile] is defined as the power to shatter the existing paradigms of meaning, 
especially as regards the bonds between God and the people of Israel.”157 This is true of 
Emerging Adults as well; as they come off a season of life where things made sense; as 
Arnett inferred, “College is a social island set off from the rest of society, a temporary 
safe haven where emerging adults can explore possibilities in love, work and world views 
with many of the responsibilities of adult life minimized postponed, kept at bay.”158 
Emerging adults are thrust into an unrecognizable world. It is almost as if they are 
starting from scratch where truths that were once relied upon are no longer trustworthy or 
relevant. Brueggemann, in his book on exile, gives a robust depiction of the vastness of 
exile; he said,  
Exile, however, is not primarily geographical. It is a cultural, liturgical, 
spiritual, condition; it is an awareness that one is in a hostile, alien 
environment where the predominant temptation is assimilation, that is, to 
accept and conform to the dominant values that are incongruent with one’s 
faith and destiny. The alternative to assimilation is despair, to yearn for 
nonbeing, because one’s situation is indeed hopeless and helpless.159 
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In a return to the beginning of exile, and the words from the prophet Jeremiah 33:2-3, 
“Call to me and I will answer you, and will tell you great and hidden things that you have 
not known.”  
Hope of Wandering 
Jeremiah was a prophet to King Josiah before Judah was captured by Babylon. He 
was unpopular because of his prophesies of God’s judgment on Judah and was eventually 
imprisoned by his own people. Then, when King Nebuchadnezzar sized Jerusalem he 
released Jeremiah from prison, ordering that he be treated well. Upon that release, 
Jeremiah prophesized,  
“This is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says: I am about to 
fulfill my words against this city—words concerning disaster, not 
prosperity. At that time they will be fulfilled before your eyes. But I will 
rescue you on that day, declares the Lord; you will not be given into the 
hands of those you fear. I will save you; you will not fall by the sword but 
will escape with your life, because you trust in me, declares the Lord 
(39:2-3).” 
 
Imagine this scenario, an unpopular prophet has been speaking of the impending 
judgment and destruction of God’s people, then, as it is beginning, he reminds those 
antagonized by disaster, to trust in the Lord because even though the disaster comes by 
his hands, so does deliverance.   
The Jews, as the exile was beginning, were told to trust in God, believe He alone 
would end this exile. “And the hope in a new future which had been promised, no doubt 
helped to keep Israel together and maintain its awareness of its particularity among the 
many people’s of the great world empire,” Noth added. 160  He believed it was this hope 
that bread discontentment among the Jews in exile, helping them hold on to their identity 
as God’s people, while reframing how they understood and expressed said identity. What 
                                                      
160 Noth, The History of Israel, 299. 
 55 
hope is there for Emerging Adults to hold on to? Are there any prophets speaking to 
them, explaining to them things will be difficult for a while, but they deserve it and then 
God will rescue them? One challenge of Emerging Adulthood is the lack of vision and 
imagination about what the “other side” of this stage looks like. Unemployment statistics 
predict Millennials will likely to be the first generation not financially better off than their 
parents.161 Although they are delaying marriage, there is no indication they will decrease 
the current forty-percent divorce rate,162 and are inheriting a slow and steady decline of 
social trust, civic and interpersonal.163 Like the Jews in exile, Emerging Adults have to 
find their hope in something outside of their circumstances. The good news is that they 
have a promise of God as well; the same promise. 
For the Jews, the exilic period resulted in the most productive time in Jewish 
History. Walter Brueggemann said, “Exile did not lead Jews in the Old Testament to 
abandon faith or to settle for abdicating despair, nor to retreat to privatistic religion. On 
the contrary, exile evoked the most brilliant literature and the most daring theological 
articulation in the Old Testament.” 164 To this point, Daniel Smith-Christopher adds, 
“Attention to the realities of the exilic crisis can lead to important conclusions about the 
impressive creativity and reformulations of tradition that can be seen in biblical texts.”165 
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It would be easy to assume that they just ‘got through’ exile, similar to how some claim 
Emerging Adults simply need to ‘get through’ their twenties. Meg Jay, Ph.D. and 
certified clinical psychologist, rejects this mentality toward twenty somethings in her 
book The Defining Decade, based on her experience as a clinical psychologist to many 
twenty somethings. Writing mostly for twenty somethings, she reminds them that 80% of 
the most important decisions in life still happen during the twenties.166 Emerging Adults, 
like the exiles, ought to be productive, and there is something about this exilic 
environment that nicely affords certain types of productivity.  
The productivity of Israel in exile was not small, as Walter Brueggemann noted. It 
was flooded with overwhelming and completely consuming pictures of God, His power 
and providence. 167 There is no small trust in God while in exile, only complete trust or 
none at all.  This is true in twenty somethings as well; it is not a time for lukewarm 
faith—people are either hot or cold. Christian Smith, sociologist committed to understand 
the spiritual and religious lives of America’s adolescents and emerging adults, show that 
emerging adults who have faith, live it out and take it seriously. However, there are fewer 
and fewer religiously committed to any tradition, dropping significantly from when they 
were in high school.168 Exile seems to have a way to weeding out the less devout, not 
dissimilar to difficult prerequisites in college that are used to “weed out” people that 
could not survive challenging degree programs. This renewed commitment to God that 
seems to be a prerequisite to productivity in exile seems to be why Brueggemann said, 
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“The theme of exile as the locus of this new beginning.” 169 As Jeremiah promises over 
and over again, God will continue the cycle of blessing and safety for his people. In a 
commentary on Jeremiah 29, the language of exiles being orphaned is used while 
attaching them to the calling of “investing their lives in this new realm of divine 
blessing.” 170  
Jeremiah 29 is a letter to the exiles guiding them in how they should live in exile, 
and it is not what many would suspect. As a messenger of the Lord, Jeremiah said,  
This is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says to all those I 
carried into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: “Build houses and settle 
down; plant gardens and eat what they produce. Marry and have sons and 
daughters; find wives for your sons and give your daughters in marriage, 
so that they too may have sons and daughters. Increase in number there; 
do not decrease (29:4-6). 
 
This letter of Jeremiah to the exiles called them to be productive, and in a similar fashion 
Emerging Adults should seek productivity as well. But the significant productivity was 
not in the gardens or the child bearing—those things led to a lives and communities that 
yielded worship, the new worship of Judaism. Daniel Smith-Christopher described it this 
way, “’Exilic theology’ promises to be the most provocative, creative, and helpful set of 
ideas that modern Christians can derive from the ancient Hebrews’ religious reflections 
on their experiences.” 171 There are passages similar to this in Deuteronomy and Isaiah, 
referencing build, plant, and marry. Those references are in the context of war, alluding 
that Jeremiah is warning the exiles against violent rebellion against the Babylonians. 
                                                      
169 Brueggemann, Cadences of Home, 115. 
 
170 Gerald L. Keown, Pamela J. Scalise, and Thomas G. Smothers, Word Biblical 
Commentary Vol. 27, Jeremiah 26-52 (Keown/scalise/smothers), 435pp (Dallas, TX: Thomas 
Nelson, 1995), 72. 
 
171 Smith-Christopher, Cadences of Home, 6. 
 58 
Deuteronomy illuminates the hope of this command, for this way, the exiled community 
not only gets to “enjoy the fruit of their labor,” but also learns to not place hope in a 
short, violent return to Jerusalem, but to “place their hope instead in the Lord and a new 
way of life.”172  
Knowing the story of the Babylonian exile uncovers parallels in the specific 
circumstances of emerging adulthood, creating unique opportunity for deep reflection and 
development around autonomy, identity and belonging, for those who claim faith in Jesus 
and His promises, God will be revealed in new and old ways in this season of life. The 
period of exile has enduring wisdom for the generations of the opportunity and hope in 
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BELONGING IN EXILE 
 
 The first thing that happens when you join a team is you get a uniform. The best 
thing about the uniform is tells the world you belong with that group of people. Usually 
there is a number, maybe even a last name so people can tell everyone apart, but it is 
clear that everyone in the same jersey belongs together. That is a testimony accompanied 
by a feeling of security in belonging to everyone. Again, a key objective of adolescence 
that is not being realized keeping young people from adulthood is belonging. Belonging 
naturally warrants a look at biblical community. There is a complex tension between the 
realities of community in an exilic season, with the promise of and instruction for 
community in the New Testament within the body of Christ. There are specific 
characteristics of Christian community to note and look for in the experience of emerging 





In the second chapter of the book of Acts Pentecost takes place and Christ’s 
church on earth is officially established. This is the first time there is formal teaching on 
how the church, the community of believers, ought to function. It is believed to be a 
description of the ideal community, but it is not certain whether is it means specifically 
for a convening or if it is a model for way the community should be in all respects.173 
Either way, it marks the church’s aim, and by church we mean the entire community of 
believers, for that is unmistakably clear in this passage, all of the believers are part of this 
fellowship, and they belong simply because they believe. 174 The passage reads,  
They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to 
the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled with awe at the 
many wonders and signs performed by the apostles. All the believers were 
together and had everything in common. They sold property and 
possessions to give to anyone who had need. Every day they continued to 
meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and 
ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the 
favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those 
who were being saved. (Acts 2:42-47)  
 
Consistent with the rest of Christ’s actions and teachings, this is completely 
counter-cultural. In other social situations you have to show that the community will 
benefit from your admittance. Whether is a sorority, a gym membership, a coffee bar or a 
bowling team, you have to prove your worth, or pay for worthiness, and then maintain it. 
Insightfully, Paul Tillich argued, “Further, there is no community where there is not a 
community of faith: There are groups bound together by a mutual interest, favoring a 
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unity as long as the interest lasts.175 Christian community is the only lasting community 
and it is distinct because you are admitted not based on your credentials, but Christ’s. The 
only way to have true community is through communal submission to the Lord.176 
The passage from Acts concluded the believers were committed to the apostles’ 
teachings and were considered part of this new fellowship; the way they were to be in 
community was through communion and prayer.177 Scholar, F.F. Bruce, in his 
commentary, claimed, “The ‘breaking of bread’ here denotes something more than the 
ordinary partaking of food together: the regular observance of the Lord’s Supper is no 
doubt indicated.”178 He believed the fellowship could consist of more than communion, 
namely a full meal, and it was to be a “significant element of the celebration.”179 
Still looking at Acts 2, verse 43 shows how the work of the Holy Spirit, through 
believers, can solidify and deepen a communities’ faith. Barrett explains that the “awe,” 
sometimes translated “fear,” 180 is not to be understood as a state of mind, in that moment; 
it is more accurately a permanent change of mind, or heart. 181 This verse really highlights 
the benefits and potential of Christian community. It is not surprising that it is followed 
by a common life mentality. Bruce claimed, “the members of the new community, living 
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together thus with a deep sense of their unity in the Messiah.”182 It is important to know 
the unity of the community is founded in Christ, then people are able to give of 
themselves as described in verses 44 and 45. Otherwise, people’s natural tendency to take 
care of themselves would rule. Seeing ourselves as belonging to Christ is absolutely vital 
to Christian community. Bruce pondered the idea of a common life; he thought, “We are 
reminded of those who would bring all their knowledge and strength and possessions into 
God’s community at Qumran.” 183 
This concept of common life is affirmed throughout Scripture. In his first letter to 
the Corinthians, Paul discusses the Body of Christ. Jesus is our head, and each of us has 
our part to play. Jesus, however, is our brain; he leads all of the body to work together. 
After describing how each part of the body has a specific task, and should not try to 
function as another part of the body, Paul wrote, “Now you are the body of Christ and 
individually members of it” (1 Corinthians 12:27). This emphasized, like Acts, that we 
are part of the community of believers in Christ and that He is our substance; however, it 
also acknowledges that each person has a unique place in which he should serve, based 
on the way God has created him.  
By the end of the passage in Acts 2 the community has established a sense of 
routine and normalcy. This is the part of the story where they became friends, but the 
danger in a community like this is when it becomes closed. The safety and normalcy of a 
particular group dynamic is threatened when new people join. However, Bruce reminded, 
“It is the Lord whose prerogative it is to add new members to His own community; it is 
the joyful duty of the community to welcome to their ranks whom Christ has accepted 
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(cf. Rom.15:7).” 184 Romans 15:7, which Bruce referenced, commands: “Accept one 
another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.” 
Paul acknowledges the challenge of getting along as a community and makes this 
plea to the Ephesians, in chapter 4, verses 3-6, “Make every effort to keep the unity of the 
Spirit through the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were 
called to one hope when you were called; one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and 
Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.” In his book, Life Together, 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer said, “Christianity means community through Jesus Christ and in 
Jesus Christ.”185 Based on this passage in Acts, salvation through Jesus is the catalyst for 
community, but what does it look like and why should believers do it?  
 
Characteristics of Christian community 
There are several important characteristics to authentic Christian community; 
among them are: belonging, love, and encouragement. Dietrich Bonhoeffer repeated with 
some regularity, “We belong to one another only through and in Jesus Christ.”186 
Cultivating a sense of belonging for the members of the community is very important. It 
is a human need for all people, especially people in their twenties or in exile. The song, 
Amazing Grace, the classic written by William Wilberforce, includes the line, “I once 
was lost, but now am found.” This is the ideal sentiment people should feel upon entering 
the Christian community. It feels like home. The church’s role is to an extension of God 
to His children who are returning home, so they know the search is over and they belong. 
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Another characteristic of Christian community is love. Soren Kierkegaard, a 
philosopher, put it like no one else could, 
Deep within every human being there still lives the anxiety over the 
possibility of being alone in the world, forgotten by God, overlooked 
among the millions and millions in this enormous household. One keeps 
this anxiety at a distance by looking at the many round about who are 
related to him as kin and friends, but the anxiety is still there, nevertheless, 
and one hardly dares think of how he would feel if all this were taken 
away.187  
 
In summary, “Love, for Kierkegaard, is one of the central aspects of existence; it saves us 
from isolation and unites us with one another and with God.”188 God created us and He 
created this community; in His providence, He created us with a deep need for and sense 
of love, which He calls us to in the greatest commandments, recorded in Matthew 22:36-
40. Reunion is at the core of the Christian faith; the belief that creation is in a state of 
separation from God, and the only way to be reconciled in through Jesus. This way for 
reconciliation is motivated and sustained by love. There is an instinct toward reunion 
through love at the core of every person.189 
Love is what informs believers’ behaviors inside and outside of the community. 
The Law, which was given for order and as a guide cannot fully direct actions without the 
foundation of love. Kierkegaard, in his book Works of Love, described this dynamic; h 
said, “The relation of love to the law is like the relation of understanding to faith. The 
understanding reckons and reckons, calculates and calculates, but it never attains the 
certainty which faith has. So it is with the law: it defines and defines but never reaches 
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the sum, which is love.” 190  The classic biblical, from 1 Corinthians 13:1, text on love 
supports this notion as well, saying, “If I speak in the tongues of men or of angels, but do 
not have love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal.” No action is of any 
value or significance if it is not propelled by love, which is one thing that makes the 
Christian community inimitable.  
 This leads to the last characteristic of Christian community, encouragement and 
the sharing of burdens, of which caring is the impetus. Paul teaches this clearly and 
without exception in his letter to the Galatians; he said, “Carry each other’s burdens, and 
in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ…  Let us not become weary in doing good… 
as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the 
family of believers” (6:2, 9-10). This points to an intentional discernment of the pain 
within the community. Keeping in mind Nouwen’s wisdom regarding caring and 
presence, there is a time to act on behalf of others and there is a time to simply be present 
with those who suffer. 191 Bonhoeffer builds on this in a profound way. He talked about 
the inescapable connectedness of the Christian community because the community is the 
body of Christ; everyone is affected by each other, for better and for worse, actively and 
passively.192  
 
Characteristics of EAs community 
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 When thinking about how community works for emerging adults today, in light of 
the biblical frame for community, it is important understand what social experiences they 
are coming from. The communities they knew in high school have heavily shaped how 
they construct and operate within community today. Those are the only communities they 
know; the places they have felt safe. Since this is the only type of community they know, 
they have no other framework for comparison. Before an alternative can be explored, a 
deep look into their current communities, how they got there and what they look like, is 
important.   
 
Clusters from High School 
 When most adults think about high school friends, they think about the people 
they see once every five or ten years at the reunions. This sets up an unfair prejudice for 
how parents view high school friendships because even if they are not life-long 
friendships, they were everything when they were formed. Chap Clark defines these 
groups as clusters, saying, “They [clusters] are… a short-term but nonetheless real family 
for many adolescents. Adults would do well to honor what is important to them and to 
find ways to invest in the other members of the cluster.”193  
 Clark has worked with youth for almost 20 years and has arguable some of the 
most significant, first-hand experience with youth culture today. He described their 
communities, clusters, this way,  
Today, the cluster is a family with a set of respected and controlled 
expectations, loyalties, and values.  Sometimes the flag for a cluster is a 
similar interest, but what gives a cluster its power is a common, almost 
tribalistic bond and unifying social narrative (a grand story that gives 
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meaning and cohesiveness to the cluster and defines who is in and how is 
not).194 
 
Everyone wants to be part of a larger story, and because young people today do not have 
a clear narrative that life fits into, they create one. Kenda Dean, another expert in youth 
development, warns, “It also appears that people are increasingly other-directed, 
especially during the period of youth when their sense of self-definition is vulnerable. 
This means that they can be acutely sensitive to the opinions of others and therefore more 
easily shaped and controlled.”195 In this season of life, so developmentally ripe, young 
people are very pliable. They need nothing more than to feel understood and connected to 
something. There is safety in these clusters because they have committed to each other. 
There is a subconscious process when clusters are forming where the members decide on 
a set of rules to live by.196 A bit of irony occurs because, as Clark described, “The 
members of the cluster tend to subordinate their own personal convictions, loyalties, and 
norms to the will of the collective whole.”197  
This idea of connectedness and individuality is a constant balancing act. America 
has one of the most individualistic cultures in the world, and people in cultures like this 
want to be utterly self-reliant which “… explain [the] American ‘no strings attached’ 
approach to relationships.”198 But communities, young and old, need the strings. Robert 
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Putnam pointed out, “the term social capital itself turns out to have been independently 
invented at least six times over the twentieth century, but each time it has been to call 
attention to the ways in which our lives are made more productive by social ties.”199 
Social capital is not merely referring to contacts or acquaintances, but to relationships 
where there is a mutual understanding of expectations from each person. These standards 
have a positive impact on those involved, and can even have positive ramifications for 
bystanders in the community.200 
 
Urban Tribes 
 Once young people are out of high school, whether they are in college or not, the 
loneliness and cluster-making continue.. And, instead of calling them clusters, most 
research refers to the communities of young people, ages 20-29, as “urban tribes,” a term 
first used by French sociologist Michel Maffesoli.201 He used it to categorize the groups 
that were developing in cities around common interests. Maffesoli’s point was that 
individualism was on the decline because of the attraction to homogeneity, which looks 
and feels a lot like belonging. However, he did make an important point, “social life can 
be determined only in relation to the group, whether directly or in contrario.”202 On the 
other hand, Meg Jay, a clinical psychologist who specialized in young adults, concluded, 
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“The urban tribe is overrated.  For the past decade or so, there has been much talk about 
the urban tribe, or the makeshift family that has come to the fore as twenty somethings 
spend more years on their own.”203  
In the same way that clusters are the result of insecure environments in high 
school years for teens, the urban tribe is form out of the prolonged singleness of twenty 
somethings. Now that the average ages for marriage in the United States is 26 for women 
and 28 for men204, young adults are spending more time on their own, so they have a 
need for a community which has not been as necessary for other generations in their 
twenties. Based on the research of Hamilton & Hamilton, Arnett said, “Often it [the job 
search and changes of emerging adults] is not nearly as systematic, organized, and 
focused as “exploration” implies.  “Meandering” might be a more accurate word, or 
maybe “drifting” or even “floundering” (Hamilton & Hamilton, 2006).”205 
 Jay, who is not particularly fond of urban tribes, feels they leave people 
unfulfilled relationally and developmentally. She said, “Essentially the college buddies of 
the twenty something years, the urban tribe, are the people [young adults] meet up with 
on the weekend… But while the urban tribe helps [young adults] survive, it does not help 
[them] thrive.”206 This too is just an extension of the cluster mentality from high school. 
It was not the ideal, but it was necessary to survival, at least it was perceived to be. Like 
clusters, which hold kids back from developing because they are more concerned with 
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fitting in, urban tribes have a similar effect. Again, Meg Jay, speaking out of her 
experience counseling young adults, said, “Scrambling after ideals, [young adults] 
become alienated from what is true about [them]selves and the world”207 She concludes 
that this alienation comes from this problem, “Many twenty somethings have limited 
themselves to huddling together with like-minded peers.”208  
 While for teens, their cluster is everything and they cannot think of life outside of 
it or without it, young adults know that as their life evolves, so will their tribes. Jeffrey 
Arnett, an expert in Emerging Adulthood development and psychology, explained the 
fluidity of this life stage,  
It is an age when people explore various possibilities in love and work as 
they move toward making enduring choices.  Through trying out these 
different possibilities they develop a more definite identity, including an 
understanding of who they are, what their capabilities and limitations are, 
what their beliefs and values are, and how they fit into the society around 
them.209 
 
When people solidify their identity, who they are and where they are going, they become 
more willing to separate from a tribe and enter into the whole of society. Adolescents 
would never have the security to branch out, but emerging adults eventually get there—it 
is called adulthood. 
 
Hurdles to Experiencing community 
 For emerging adults there are hurdles to cultivating Christian community based 
on some key features of this life stage. Specifically, the four hurdles are: self-focused 
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season of life, overall lack of attachments, and widely accepted dishonesty and 
impression management. 
In Mere Christianity, his prolific work on the essentials of the Christian faith, C.S. 
Lewis said, “It is better to forget about yourself altogether.”210 As an essential to the faith, 
young adults in western civilization have it all wrong. However, a key feature of 
emerging adulthood is self-focus.211 These competing narratives cause internal tension 
for twenty somethings. On one side they feel a deep, innate need for community and it is 
necessary for human flourishing, especially in a Christian context. However, on the other 
end, they feel the pressure of an individualistic western culture that say twenties are when 
people get to live for themselves. Jay describes it this way, “Western culture is generally 
individualistic, prizing independence and self-fulfillment in almost all areas.”212 Clearly, 
and completely opposite from what Lewis said. N.T. Wright, a well-known theologian, 
wrote about the team aspect of the Christian faith. In his book After We Believe, he said, 
“Christian behavior [is] a team sport, like soccer, football, rugby, or hockey.  There's no 
room on this team for “passengers”--that is, players who allow the others to do the hard 
work and coast along hoping all will be well.”213 He is emphasizing the importance of 
full-participation in the faith, with the community. People cannot do it by themselves, nor 
can they be near the community, but not participate. 
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 Being near the game, but not actually playing is unfortunately where many 
emerging adults live when it comes to the Christian faith and community. Kierkegaard 
defined the Christian community like this,  
It is in fact Christian love, which discovers and knows that one's neighbor 
exists and that… everyone is one's neighbor. If it were not a duty to love, 
then there would be no concept of neighbor at all. But only when one 
loves his neighbor, only then is the selfishness or preferential love rooted 
out and the equality of the eternal preserved.214 
 
The difficulty with this is the recognition of everyone being their neighbor. In a self-
focused season of life, where is there neighborly concern? The result is that the urban 
tribe is self-serving to each member. The people there use it as long as its suits them, and 
then they move one, but this is not biblical community. Bonhoeffer explains this well 
saying, “The person who comes into a fellowship because he is running away from 
himself is misusing it for the sake of diversion, no matter how spiritual this diversion may 
appear.  He is really not seeking community at all, but only distraction which will allow 
him to forget his loneliness for a brief time the very alienation that creates the deadly 
isolation of man.”215 
 Another defining characteristic of emerging adulthood is a lack of attachment to 
anything, or at least it appears that way from the outside. There is a particular lack of 
commitment in relationships, work and faith, which shape this season of life. Meg Jay 
believes, “Most of these changes [“school to work, hook ups to relationships, or… from 
couches to apartments”] are about making adult commitments—to bosses, partners, 
leases, roommates—and these commitments shift how [young adults] are in the world 
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and who [young adults] are inside.”216 Emerging Adult expert Jeffrey Arnett agrees; he 
said, “In both love and work, the process of identity formation begins in adolescence but 
intensifies in emerging adulthood.”217 In relationships, people are waiting much later to 
get married. That leaves room for more years of casual dating. The freedom they have in 
their personal life translates to the other areas of their lives as well. Arnett said, “The best 
illustration of the instability of emerging adulthood is in how often they move from one 
residence to another.”218 
Work, for instance, is a revolving door for many young adults, which is often the 
cause for these moves. Arnett reported, “The average American holds seven to eight 
different jobs between the ages of 18 and 30, and 1 in 4 young workers has over 10 
different jobs during this period (U.S. Department of Labor, 2005).”219 They are 
experimenting with different jobs and careers and they are free to do because they do not 
have any significant attachments. This quickly impedes on the spiritual lives of young 
adults as well.  
Commitment to a community is of the utmost importance for Christian faith, yet 
most twenty somethings are not part of one. According to research Christian Smith has 
done, almost 80% of emerging adults believe in God and around 70% believe faith is 
important in daily life. However, only 20% think attending a service on a weekly basis is 
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important.220 If young adults do find themselves gathering together with a Christian 
community on a regular basis, they are often non-participatory. N.T. Wright addresses 
this issue saying, “Community is vital, but all members must make it their own.”221 He is 
acknowledging the necessity of actual participation and commitment to a community of 
faith. There are still a lot of emerging adults interested in spiritual things, but their desire 
to commit or commit to a religion is declining.222 With all that they have on their plates, 
they are completely overwhelmed, probably in every way, physically, emotionally, and 
spiritually. In his research with emerging adults, Smith also found that religion provides 
“moral directives, confirming spiritual experiences, role models, community and 
leadership skills, coping skills, cultural capital, social capital, greater network closure in 
relationships, and intercommunity links.”223 Twenty somethings are losing their 
attachment to faith and spiritual rhythms at a time where they need them most. 
 The digital world is a phenomenon that is shaping the way everyone lives, works 
and relates. Emerging adults have are no exception; in fact, they are the rule as the first 
generation to grow up in the tech age.224 They are the first to live their lives online. 
Certainly digital technology, particularly social media, enhances lives and relationships. 
However, there are some disadvantages. For instance, lives online create a space for a 
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hidden self and emboldens dishonestly.225 A major component of this is what sociologists 
call “impression management.” In his book, The Post Truth Era, Ralph Keyes concluded 
impression management reinforces the less involve or committed someone is to a 
community, the less they feel obligated to tell the truth. 226 
The Bible teaches in Jeremiah 17:9, “The heart is deceitful above all else,” a 
reminder of the human pull toward lying. In this digital age, the pull is even stronger 
because everyone manages what goes online, and more importantly, what does not. 
Honesty is vital to community, like Paul wrote to the Ephesians, “Therefore each of you 
must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to your neighbor, for we are all members of 
one body” (4:25). It is important for the community so people can be fully known and 
fully loved, for who they really are. As Tim Keller said so poignantly, “To be loved but 
not known is comforting but superficial. To be known, and not loved is our greatest fear. 
But to be fully known and truly loved is, well, a lot like being loved by God.”227  
One of the reasons the vulnerability is so difficult is because society has such a 
spirit of comparison. C.S. Lewis linked pride and comparison brilliantly,  
Now what I want you to get clear is that Pride is essentially competitive—
is competitive by its very nature... Pride gets no pleasure out of having 
something, only out of having more of it than the next man.  We say 
people are proud of being rich, or clever, or good-looking but they are not.  
They are proud of being richer, or cleverer, or better-looking than 
others.228 
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This has a direct correlation to the “image management” the digital world allows. It 
further embeds and convinces people of their failures and everyone else’s successes, or 
their perpetual unhappiness and everyone else’s continuous joy. Each person knows their 
full story, but they filter it for the Internet. This process, however, is lost in translation; 
everyone knows they do it but fail to view other’s profiles with that same lens. Everyone 
is filtering. There is a proverb that teaches what this does to individuals, and ultimately 
communities, “A heart at peace gives life to the body, but envy rots the bones” (14:30). 
 Humans were created for community, as the creation story in Genesis 2, 
specifically verse 18, revealed, “The Lord God said, ‘It is not good for the man to be 
alone.’” Since we are created for community, it is a human instinct and need to create and 
cultivate it. Our hope is in it, as it is modeled in the trinity. With the particular realities of 
an exilic-like experience in emerging adulthood, along with some particular cultural 
factors changing the game, it is harder than ever to exist in the “common life” Scripture 
outlines for those who follow Christ. However, those same factors make Christian 










CALLING IN EXILE 
 
Calling is a term that has become over-defined, which has resulted in total loss of 
meaning. As the term traveled through religious and secular conversations, there were 
subtle adjustments made to its meaning. In general, everyone believes it is about work, 
especially in the secular circles. This is particularly problematic for emerging adults who 
are starting out in their careers. Calling has become more about the significance of the 
work being done, instead of the significance of the one “calling.” Biblically, it is about 
God, and when focus is put on specific jobs or careers, the point is completely missed.  
 
Calling in the Bible 
In Paul’s first letter to the church of Corinth, he briefly talks about calling in the 
middle of a discourse on marriage, one commentator described it is a “digression,” and is 
seen as a plea for peace, 229 as noted in the verse 15, chapter 7 of Paul’s first letter to the 
Corinthians. He lead this section with, “The brother or the sister is not bound in such 
circumstances; God has called us to live in peace.” It makes sense why Paul would 
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preface this text with the notion of peace. All too often, ‘calling’ becomes a source or 
separation and elitism, depending on where you are employ or how you spend your time. 
However, that is exactly what Paul is speaking against in 1 Corinthians 7:17; he said, 
“Nevertheless, each person should live as a believer in whatever situation the Lord has 
assigned to him or her, just as God has called. This is the rule I lay down in all the 
churches.” This verse sets up a passage where Paul explains how believers should live 
out God’s calling in whatever situations they are in. But that is not enough; it is not the 
calling. The implications of this verse are the catalyst to a full understanding of God’s 
call.  
The placement of this section of 1 Corinthians transforms what appeared to be a 
digression to a masterful strategy. In the middle of teaching on religious practices, 
personal status and social standing, Paul told his readers they should live out the call God 
gave them exactly where they already are. In his commentary, Alan Johnson said of this 
passage, “The main import of this section is that when we embrace the gospel call to 
salvation, we ought not make changes in our religious and social position in the belief 
that such changes are either required by the Lord or advantageous to us spiritually.”230 
Paul took for granted, as did Johnson, the readers would know God’s call is to salvation. 
However, this is not the case with many Christians today. The Anchor Commentary is 
helpful in separating the two callings in this passage; it said,  
The calling in which he was called bears a double significance of the term 
‘call.’ The calling in which one is to remain must refer to what one was 
doing occupationally at the time of conversion. Whatever it was, Paul 
dignifies it by designating it a calling. The second ‘call,’ the passive form, 
refers evidently to the call of the gospel through which one became a 
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Christian. The first calling is not to be negated or necessarily changed by 
the second.231 
 
There are several important concepts to understand about God’s call: His call it to bring 
people back into relationship with Christ, He alone initiates it, and it is not known, 
defined, or enhanced by external circumstances or actions. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, in his 
book Ethics, said, “The calling is the call of Jesus Christ to belong wholly to Him; it is 
the laying claim to me by Christ at the place at which this call has found me; it embraces 
work with things and relations with person; it demands a ‘limited field of 
accomplishments’, yet never a value in itself, but in responsibility towards Jesus 
Christ.”232 
Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians unpacks this. We read in verse 14, “…just as 
God has called them.” This is used to explain the assignment God gives believer, they 
receive it in the same way they received the call. God brings a person back to relationship 
with Him through Jesus, and through that gives his or her life meaning which can 
expressed anywhere a person already is or may go. Paul makes the point to the Ephesians 
as well, he wrote, “I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received” ( 
Notice again the distinction between the way you live and the call. The life is an 
expression of the call, not the definition. That expression can, and should, look different 
for all believers, and does not have to look different than what someone was doing prior 
to conversion. 
Of course there is the exception of immoral behavior or idolatry, which does 
matter and Paul covers it in 1 Corinthians and Ephesians, but these passages is not 
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speaking about those things.233 In fact, both passages are about unity and peace. Paul’s 
point in these letters is how God’s call transcends cultural, relational and social 
circumstances (in other words, a person’s background, relationships and work), asserting 
this concept is vital to peace and community. In other words, how members of 
communities live and work together is dependent on a robust understanding of calling.  
God’s call is outside of external circumstance because it is internal regeneration; 
people do not simply act renewed, but are. Paul acknowledged believers had a life before 
their call from God.  This text unpacks this reality in a complete way by discussing 
calling specifically in how it relates to the daily lives of the audience. Only after a true 
understanding of and response to the primary call to salvation, can a circumstantial, 
secondary, calling be revealed. Secondary calling, which can be relational, social, or 
occupational, is part of a life with God, constantly moving and change according to His 
purposes. 1 Corinthians 7:17-24 explains the importance of a believer’s behavior in any 
circumstance. It is clear how believer’s spend their lives has value to God, as it can be 
distilled from this text that God does give assignments to believers according to their 
giftedness.234  
 Bonhoeffer explained calling with clarity and depth in his book Ethics, saying, 
At this precise place where he is to hear the call and to allow it to lay 
claim to him. This does not mean that servitude or marriage or celibacy in 
itself is thereby justified; but the man who has been called can in any of 
these places belong to God. It is only through the call, which I have heard 
in Christ, the call of the grace which lays claim to me, that, as a slave or as 
a free man, married or celibate, I can live justified before God. From the 
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standpoint of Christ this life is now my calling; from my own standpoint it 
is my responsibility.”235 
 
Bonhoeffer married the words ‘vocation’ and ‘responsibility,’ believing that although 
they are not exactly synonymous, they work well together in understanding this 
concept.236 Vocation and calling are the same thing, as Gordon Smith points out, “A 
calling [or] vocation [are] not an occupation or ‘line of work,’ but something that 
nevertheless speaks of our engagement with the world in response to God.”237 This 
definition highlights several key points. The first of those is that our vocation is a 
response to God, meaning He is the initiator and our vocations are of service to Him, not 
to ourselves. Second, this definition made clear that our vocation is to be an expression, 
or action, of God to the world. Finally, this definition dissipates the common 
understanding of vocation as a person’s specific trade or job. 
 
Two Calls 
Much of the confusion around this topic stems from what some refer to as 
primary and secondary calling. Primary calling, although it has several terms associated 
to it, is widely agreed upon, and is what was laid out from the biblical passages. The 
same calling that Augustine described in Confessions. Luther referred to this as “spiritual 
calling.”238 Calvin referred to this type of calling as the “general call,” as he described as, 
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“by which God invited all equally to himself through the outward preaching of the 
word.”239 In his book, The Cost of Discipleship, Dietrich Bonhoeffer describes the call as 
the first thing one does to follow Jesus; he said, “The first step, which follows the call, 
cuts the disciple off from his previous existence… The first step places the disciple in the 
situation where faith is possible.”240 In summary, the primary call is the call back into 
relationship with God through Jesus. 
However, the confusion begins with the introduction of secondary calling. An 
important note is the sequential naming: secondary calling cannot exist without first 
answering the primary call. The secondary calling comes from the passages of the Bible 
where people are given specific calls to a task or responsibility; this is considered a 
secondary calling. Abraham has one of the most recognizable, after Adam and Eve being 
called to have authority over all the earth. In Genesis 2:15 it says, “The Lord God took 
the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it.” Abram’s call 
was as specific as Adam’s, “The Lord had said to Abram, “Go from your country, your 
people and your father’s household to the land I will show you” (Genesis 12:1) Both of 
those calls are very clear. Adam’s was establishing all of humanity’s relationship with the 
rest of creation, and Abram’s was establishing God’s nation on earth. There was a calling 
on Mary’s life in the first chapter of Luke’s gospel when the angel Gabriel tells her she 
would give birth to the Son of God. Some of the best-known "calls" for the New 
Testament are the two brother, Peter and Andrew. They are fishing when Jesus 
approaches them. The book of Matthew recalled, “‘Come, follow me,’ Jesus said, ‘and I 
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will send you out to fish for people.’ At once they left their nets and followed him” (4:19-
20).  
It is important to understand the way primary and secondary calling work 
together, not just the order in which they are received. Bonhoeffer said, “In the encounter 
with Jesus Christ man hears the call of God and in it the calling to life in the fellowship 
of Jesus Christ.” 241 Saul’s conversion experience, perhaps one of the most dramatic in 
scripture, considering Saul was a great persecutor of Christians, is a clear example of 
calling. The story reads,  
Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the 
Lord’s disciples. He went to the high priest and asked him for letters to the 
synagogues in Damascus, so that if he found any there who belonged to 
the Way, whether men or women, he might take them as prisoners to 
Jerusalem. As he neared Damascus on his journey, suddenly a light from 
heaven flashed around him. He fell to the ground and heard a voice say to 
him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?”  
 
“Who are you, Lord?” Saul asked.  
 
“I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,” he replied. “Now get up and go 
into the city, and you will be told what you must do.” (Acts 9:1-6) 
 
Blind, Saul continued to Damascus, with the people he was travelling with, and waited… 
 
Then Ananias went to the house and entered it. Placing his hands on Saul, 
he said, “Brother Saul, the Lord—Jesus, who appeared to you on the road 
as you were coming here—has sent me so that you may see again and be 
filled with the Holy Spirit.” Immediately, something like scales fell from 
Saul’s eyes, and he could see again. He got up and was baptized. (Acts 
9:17-18) 
 
This story exemplifies both types of calling, primary and secondary.  
First, God called Saul into relationship with Himself. However, it then covered 
the particular call on Saul’s life. God said, “This man [Saul] is my chosen instrument to 
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proclaim my name to the Gentiles and their kings and to the people of Israel” (Acts 9:15). 
Although there are a number of stories about people in the Bible who God calls to 
something very specific, it is the vast majority of the people in Scripture. Another 
commonality of these types of call is the resistance from the person receiving the call. In 
each of these cases, the recipient hesitates, if not doubts or questions God.242 This further 
proves how far the use and understanding of calling has gotten away from its biblical 
roots. The conclusion could be made that if a person had a specific call for the work they 
are to do on earth, they would know. If the Lord has not spoken like he did to Moses in 
Exodus, through a burning bush, maybe you are free to choose how you live out your 
Calling in this world. A.J. Conyers put it this way, “A person might be ‘free’ in either 
case [choosing anything or being summoned and choosing to follow]; but in the case of 
one responding to vocation, the freedom is not an inner-directed impulse, but the use of 
the will to respond to an unforeseen and perhaps unknown reality.”243 
 
Cultural Trends for Emerging Adults 
In exile, the Israelites were called to dwell, to really live in the land. God provided 
specific instructions for dwelling through Jeremiah, planting gardens, marrying, having 
children, and generally investing in the land. God knew the Israelites would not naturally 
settle and invest in the land of their exile; as they initially hoped for God to lead them in a 
violent revolt against the Babylonians quickly after their captivity began. This is why 
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Jeremiah, and others gave that instruction. It is not likely that emerging adults are waiting 
for a violent revolt, but their actions in their dislocation after college bears resemblance 
to what the Israelites were tempted to do— just wait it out. There are several cultural 
trends affecting how emerging adults approach work and vocation. Those trends can be 
described using a few common, yet empty commands emerging adults hear with painful 
regularity: “You are what you do,” “Follow your dreams,” “It’s up to you,” and “Be 
careful out there.”  
 
You Are What You Do 
Any time you throw a group of people in a room and ask them to get to know 
each other, they will ask two questions: “What is your name?” and “What do you do for a 
living?” Culturally, we are defined by what we do. Emerging adults are no different; this 
season of their lives, probably more than any other is centered on work. As Arnett 
explained, this life stage is marked by identity exploration, 244 so consciously and 
subconsciously, their identity is formed around their work: what they are doing as much 
as what they wish they were doing. To liken it to the Jews in exile, it is almost as if 
emerging adults see their unknown career as their exile and freedom comes when they 
find their “calling.” Instead of investing in this season of life, they are tempted to wait 
until they receive/find their “calling” and are rescued from their exile. The challenge of 
prolonged adolescence is just as emerging adults are starting their careers, they are also 
developmentally set to explore and cement their identity. During this transition, they are 
also losing identities that have provided significance in their past. Therefore emerging 
adults are further wedding their identity to what they do—more than generations before 
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who entered professional life secure in their identity having safely landed in adulthood. 
Thomas Merton, a popular 20th Century Catholic writer refuted a common 
misunderstanding about our future. He said, “[We are] not in a [game of] hide-and-seek 
with God about our future.”245 It is a popular notion, however, to go find and discover 
your future, which assumes it is disconnected from you and hiding out in the world 
somewhere. However, just like our primary call, which comes from God inside us, their 
secondary callings and identities will be found there also. 
 
Follow your dreams 
Another cultural trend affecting vocation formation among emerging adults is the 
“follow your dreams” mentality. The glorification of individualism has moved 
American’s from pursuing a collective “American dream,” and created a new, “pick your 
own dream” culture that places personal desires and fulfillment above all else.  Meg Jay 
has noticed the same trend among her clients. She said, “Twenty somethings… were 
raised on abstract commands— ‘Follow your dreams!’ ‘Reach for the stars!’ –but they 
often don't know much about how to get these things done.  They don't know how to get 
what they want or, sometimes, even what they want.”246 This may seem starkly contrast 
to exile, but is actually quite comparable.  
Ezekiel chapter 33 acknowledges some freedom the Jews experienced in exile. 
The passage reads,  
As for you, son of man, your people are talking together about you by the 
walls and at the doors of the houses, saying to each other, ‘Come and hear 
the message that has come from the Lord.’ My people come to you, as 
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they usually do, and sit before you to hear your words, but they do not put 
them into practice. (v. 30-31) 
 
The freedom of the exiles shows their opportunity for diverse responses to their situation. 
If there was no freedom, they could not be accountable for their actions, as they would be 
controlled. Living in freedom means being accountable for actions, or the absence of 
action. It can be tempting to equate exile and imprisonment or captivity, which is not 
entirely accurate. Emerging Adults are in many ways experiencing more freedom in this 
new stage of life than ever before.247 The Jews also experienced a new freedom because 
many of their customs were not allowed or were simply unable to be fulfilled so they had 
to decided what, if anything, to do instead. Clearly response to circumstances, freedom or 
otherwise, is more important than the circumstance itself.    
 
It’s Up to You 
A difficulty of identity formation is it requires interaction and approval of others. 
Andrew Root, a lead researcher in youth ministry, said, “Being with others provides us 
our being because to be, to discover ourselves as real, we must experience ourselves 
through the gaze of others.”248 This concept ahs been affirmed by others by the definition 
and mark of adulthood. Chap Clark’s definition of becoming an adult, “When culture 
affirms that someone has individuated in terms of identity, is willing to take 
responsibility for his or her life and choices, and has entered interdependently into the 
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community and adult relationships, that person is said to be an adult.”249 There is an 
apparent belief that identity formation must take place in community, but little to no 
practice. In general, emerging adults have to discover, construct and form their identities 
on their own. Kenda Dean, a young adult expert from Princeton University, warns,  
In addition to narcissism and problems of identity, it also appears that 
people are increasingly other-directed, especially during the period of 
youth when their sense of self-definition is vulnerable. This means that 
they can be acutely sensitive to the opinions of others and therefore more 
easily shaped and controlled through psychological threats and 
anxieties.250 
 
The lack of community during emerging adulthood has a cost to identity formation as 
well. Arnett’s feature of this life stage naming it “an age of self-focus,”251 is further 
troubling as Christian vocation is found in the context of the Body of Christ—
community.  
Since the establishment of the United States, “Life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness”252 have been primary values.  This foundational phrase promotes 
individuation as it encourages an egocentric approach to discerning how someone might 
contribute to society. Essentially it asks, “How do you set yourself apart; how do you get 
what you want?” The American dream requires the dreamer to think of only him or 
herself, unless of course their dream includes another person in which they are a piece of 
the puzzle being assembled. Individually, and as a country, “[Americans] commitment to 
protect our personal freedoms is directly connected to being a people who are always 
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searching for something better.”253 People of all ages seek individualism in the form of 
being completely self-standing, without anything helping support them. The goal is to not 
let yourself need anyone or be needed by anyone for fear that it would inhibit you and the 
pursuit of your own happiness, disregarding the idea that other people could contribute to 
your happiness. The perceived remuneration with this philosophy is that life is lived 
without anyone else, especially without anyone else’s standards. David Livermore 
asserted, “The American dream includes the idea that no one should tell you what your 
dream is.”254 The repercussions of this dream are significant in the development of 
people, which is confirmed when tracing through the pre-modern, modern, and 
postmodern family dynamics.  Christian Smith agrees by asking the question, “Which are 
teens supposed to believe? Adults often tell teenagers that they must learn to respect 
authority, yet most sacred of all American values is the inviolability of the individual 
conscience, derived from liberal individualism.”255  
 Fragmentation is the result of this trend—off to discover one’s path alone, leads to 
fragmentation of self because outside of community one cannot live integrated. They will 
simply be a different self in their many contexts. However, in his article “Young, 
Optimistic, and Underemployed,” Paul Taylor concluded Millennials have an intrinsic 
understanding of the vastness of vocation, but because the word has been coopted by the 
secular world, we have confused it. Research shows young adults value family (parenting 
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and marriage) above work when ranking them by importance. 256 Why would God’s call 
only effect the third most important part of our lives? This is where integration of faith, 
work, calling, and identity needs to happen. 
 
Be Careful Out There 
 Jeffrey Arnett provided 5 features of emerging adulthood to help people 
understand the uniqueness, and therefore the validity of this new life stage. One of those 
features is “and age of instability,”257 perhaps the truest of all realities of emerging adults. 
The instability is felt on every front of life, but because of the career-focus during these 
years, the instability of the job market is a cultural trend that cannot be ignored. Paul 
Taylor, in his Millennial research, discovered, “Large majorities of the public say it’s 
harder for young adults to reach many of the basic financial goals their parents may have 
taken for granted. And at least seven-in-ten say it’s harder now to save for the future 
(75%), pay for college (71%) or buy a home (69%).”258 The fluidity of jobs among 
emerging adults contributes to the instability, and it is a distinct departure from the paths 
older generations took to career stability. The Bureau of Labor Statistics reported, “Of the 
jobs held by 18-to-25-year-old workers, 56 percent ended in 1year of less, and another 14 
percent ended in less than 2 years” 259 Much of the employment landscape stands in direct 
opposition to the other, and hence empty, commands emerging adults hear. For instance, 
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how can they “Follow their dreams,” when half of the workforce under 35 has had to take 
a job they did not like just to make ends meet?260   
 
Hope of Calling 
Part of the challenge with calling and why it sometimes get morphed into 
something it is not, is because work is an integral part of God’s creation. Humans were 
created to work. It is not our primary calling, but it is something God commanded. 
Genesis 2 shows the importance of work simply because it emphasizes God working. It 
reads, “Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array. By the 
seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he 
rested from all his work. Then God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on 
it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done” (v.1-3). Next, God put man in 
the garden to “work” it (v.15). Humans were made to work, and it is a characteristic of 
God. Tim Keller wrote, “The second chapter of Genesis goes on to show that God works 
not only to create but also to care for his creation.”261 God created the world, and then left 
it to humanity to care for it. The implication of development is present, and when God 
worked to create the world, humans must work to continue the process.  
It should be recognized that human's desire for work and to understand their role 
on earth comes from that initial command from God. C.S. Lewis likened our need to 
work like an engine’s need for petrol.262 God designed us to run a certain way and we 
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must do it. If we try to run on something else, the system will not work. We are meant to 
run on God's power. He is our source and He provides all of our needs to run properly 
and do the work he created us for.263 John Calvin, one of the great reformers, felt the 
same way. He said, “Did God create food only to provide for necessity [nutrition] and not 
also for delight and good cheer? … Did he not, in short, render many things attractive to 
us, apart from their necessary use?”264 Keller blends the ideals of Calvin and Lewis with 
the realities of the fall. He acknowledged that work is beautiful and contributes to our 
flourishing, but it can also be devastating and a source of dissatisfaction and 
disappointment. Even more, Keller concludes that when working, there is potential to see 
glimpses of what work will be after Christ comes again.265 
 The juxtaposition Keller is referring to comes from Christ’s command for 
believers to be in the world and not of it, found in John 17:16-18. Bonhoeffer expounded 
on this, “The calling, in the New Testament sense, is never a sanctioning of worldly 
institutions as such; its ‘yes’ to them always includes at the same time an extremely 
emphatic ‘no’, an extremely sharp protest again the world.”266 On this topic, Bonhoeffer 
employs his union between vocation and responsibility. He said, “Now a man takes up 
his position again the world in the world; the calling is the place at which the call of 
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Christ is answered, the place at which a man lives responsibly.”267 Meaning, it is our 
responsibility to live out the call we received from the Lord. 
Our work could be, and often is, our primary avenue of living into our calling. 
Similar to what Luther said, “He [a Christian] walks, stands, eats, drinks, dresses, works, 
and lives as any ordinary person in his calling.”268 In some circumstances, a person may 
live their calling in an extraordinary way; however, most Christians will live into their 
calling in ordinary ways. To this notion, Luther wrote a sermon on the gospel story (Luke 
2:15-20) of the shepherds who met Jesus and then return to their sheep.269 There is room 
to live into ones’ calling, while maintaining a normal job and life. In fact, “Our only hope 
for a transformed vision for vocation, work and career, and for navigating the transitions 
of life, is to engage our world with a theological vision for good work – to redeem the 
very idea of work.”270 Again, the point is not to find good work to do, the point is to 
understand that all work is good. 
 Out we live to work, or work to live? If working is included in our natural, created 
state, then why do we spend our entire working lives saving for retirement? And if calling 
is about relationship, how does one determine what they should do for work, or is there a 
“should” at all? Do we have freedom to respond to God’s call in whatever way we 
choose? So many questions swirl around the minds of emerging adults. The biblical 
narrative and explanation of vocation mixed with the cultural trends of society are like oil 
and water. Blending what we know to be true of God with the realities of current 
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circumstances is where we find Christ’s identity in us, our calling in life, and life 


























































 The new life stage, emerging adulthood, has evolved as young people are taking 
longer and longer to developmentally and functionally reach adulthood. This new season 
has emerged because of significant, dynamic changes in the social fabric of the Western 
world and all ages are still getting acquainted with the new way of things. Simply put, 
there is a new decade of life that simply did not exist for generations before and this 
decade displays parallels to the exile experience by Israel as accounted in the Old 
Testament. This was an incredibly confusing time for Jews, and the same goes for 
Emerging Adults. However, when examined closely, Israel was very productive in the 
time of exile, changing Judaism forever. Dr. George A. Barton, an Old Testament 
professor, claimed, “Exile profoundly affected theology, ritual, and morals—the theory of 
religion, the practice of worship, and the application of religion to life.”271 Dr. Barton 
started his essay, “Influence of the Babylonian Exile on the Religion of Israel,” by 
saying, “Disaster and sorrow compel either a soul of nation to seek anew the foundations 
of life. Times of sorrow are accordingly time of religious growth.” He continued by 
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explaining that exile was an event that was significant to the fulfillment of the Old 
Testament prophets, but it was also significant, he said, “in part dues to the deepening 
and clarifying of religious perception which disaster and sorrow bring.” 272 
 In a similar way, not that emerging adulthood is altogether disastrous or 
sorrowful, there is a tremendous amount of transition, loss, dislocation, fear and anxiety. 
It is truly a season of wandering, consistent with exile.  It appears that while the Jews 
were in exile, they searched for their rituals and found their God. The same could be true 
in emerging adulthood. If Wandering Well, like the Israelites in Babylon, could become a 
habit of emerging adults and their communities, that season of life could be the most 
productive season in their spiritual formation as well.  Wandering Well is an intentional 
approach to rhythms of discipleship for emerging adulthood, inviting people to hold 
tensions together, create new habits, cultivate a growth mindset, and journey with fellow 
wayfarers. As emerging adults search for themselves, they are also in search of God. 
Wandering Well gives emerging adults freedom to explore both—their identity and the 
character of God, and in searching for both, they might discover both.  
 
 
Exile as a Rhythm of life and Discipleship 
 For the nation of Israel, there were ups and downs, peaks and valleys. They were 
sent into captivity, then Moses led the Exodus, the Babylonian captivity, and the disciples 
were welcomed and persecuted as they went to different cities and towns. David Mintz, 
adulthood specialist, said, “Over time, the notion of a cycle of life gradually gave way to 
the notion of a life course… a process with crests and valleys and a structure and design 
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that gives it meaning and coherence.” 273 Life is not and direct shot in the up-right 
direction. Unfortunately, sometimes people think it ought to be, and with the image 
management discussed in earlier chapters, it seems more and more like everyone else’s 
lives are moving on that trajectory. The rhythm of life is not constant. Likewise, neither is 
the life of a disciple. In his book Cost of Discipleship, Dietrich Bonhoeffer remarked that 
the only person we should patter after is the person of Christ.274 As we know, this life of 
Christ was not in a up-right trajectory, at least not as the world would see it. He was born 
humble, had disciples, was rejected and revered, befriended and betrayed, killed and 
resurrected.  Kenneth Turner, in his book The Death of Deaths in the Death of Israel, 
“Israel’s history shows that, to be faithful, she must always be ‘on the move,’ submitting 
to Yahweh’s initiative.”275 Approaching discipleship as always being on the move will 
inevitably bring peace to a person in and out of exilic seasons. 
 The mountaintops and valleys of life foster opportunities to get to know different 
aspects of God’s character and our human nature. The movement between the two creates 
space for human growth and maturity. Dr. Barton said,  
  “Perhaps no single event in Hebrew history influenced her religion more  
  deeply than the Babylonian exile. Of course the exodus from Egypt and  
  the covenant with Yahweh were more fundamental, but the Babylonian  
  exile helped more than any succeeding event to bring these earlier events  
  to their legitimate spiritual fruitage.276 
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This passage from his article on the influence of exile covers the range of human 
experience from exodus and the covenant to exile. All necessary for the fulfillment of the 
prophesies, and also to cultivate a faithful body of Christ, worshipping the same God in 
unity.  
 
How Exile Raised Judaism 
 The Babylonian exile is not a well-documented time in Israel’s history. The best 
sources are the great prophets of the time who paint a picture of what life was like for the 
Israelites. Dr. George Barton has done extraordinary work tracking with the prophets and 
the psalmists to understand how Judaism was influenced in exile. He discovered three 
main contributions: apprehension of religious truth, outward organization of religious 
life, and standards of public morals. Those were influenced by the elements of exile 
outlined in Chapter 2, but it is important to note that those elements coexisted with the 
constancy of God and it was that interaction that allowed for the transformation of 
Israel’s religion. The Israelites were refined as they held together God’s judgment and 
mercy during exile. 277 He promised to deliver them, but that they would be in exile for 
generations. To overstate the point, Turner said, “The exile had not changed Yahweh. He 
needed no correction, growth, or transformation of heart. The constancy of Yahweh is the 
basis for the elements of continuity that are found in restoration.” 278 This makes the point 
that the people needed correction, growth and transformation of heart, which they largely 
got. Turner continued, “The basic command [of God] to heed his voice and love him 
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wholeheartedly (Deut. 30:2,6) is unaffected in the new order of things.” 279 These three 
major influences, along with the tension between God’s judgment and mercy, brought 
Israel where it is today.  
 Dr. Barton’s influences are worth unpacking a bit more, starting with the 
apprehension of religious truth, also described as theology. It was during exile where the 
prophet Jeremiah began to move from a covenant in rituals, to a covenant of the heart. 
According to Barton, this was what “kept Hebrew faith alive” during exile. 280 
Specifically, verse thirty-three reads, “’This is the covenant I will make with the people 
of Israel after that time,’ declares the Lord. ‘I will put my law in their minds and write it 
on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my people.’” This was a departure 
from the Mosaic covenant from Exodus 19-20, that had clear nationalism and geography, 
along with the Law, outlined in the book of Deuteronomy. With the loss of the land, 
along with the temple and other structures being destroyed during exile, they were forced 
to think differently about where their faith and God himself reside. At the core this is a 
theological growth, but it also had huge implications for the rituals of the faith. 
 Also known as rituals, the second influence of exile according to Barton, was on 
the outward religious life. The destruction of Israel was grave. As Barton said, “The 
uprooting of the people marred the nation’s beauty and left an unlovely stump.” 281 
Barton explained that the disasters provokes a new look at the rituals of the past. When 
what was old could not be relied up, the people got creative. They were in a foreign land, 
with little to no freedom to worship, repent, and sacrifice, among other things, in the way 
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they were used to. Exile produced a creative tension, which set the conditions for 
cultivated practices of faith that would allow the faith to grow beyond a singular 
geographical region. This is a profound advancement because it is hard to change habits, 
according to happiness expert Gretchen Rubin, who wrote a book on the power of 
habits.282  
 The third influence, according to Barton, was standards of public morals. It is 
clear in the prophets that God sent Israel into exile because they broke their covenant 
with him, in a significant, all-consuming way.  In the 39th Chapter, Ezekiel prophesied 
why they were sent into captivity, he said, “And the nations will know that the people of 
Israel went into exile for their sin, because they were unfaithful to me. So I hid my face 
from them and handed them over to their enemies, and they all fell by the sword.” Barton 
believes that the “marriage between prophetic ideas and ritualistic requirements” in exile 
got the Israelites to the root of the issue. He also said that the exile also forced an 
acknowledgement of God’s good and faithful nature, in any circumstance, even though 
there was still deep hurt and lost in the wake of exile. There is evidence from the books 
of Ezekiel and II Kings that show worship in the high places continued during and was 
reformed after exile, according to Barton. 283 Based on a selection of Psalms, Barton 
concluded,  
  On the whole the memories of the exile seem to have deepened Jewish  
  appreciation of Yahweh’s goodness and to have contributed to a sense of  
  gratitude for diving mercies, which must often have been the basis of  
  consecration to divine service. 284 
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It is clear that a new appreciate and thankfulness for God, along with a new context, new 
ways of living emerged, more faith and a clearer reflection of the faith of Israel. 
 
How Exile Could Raise Emerging Adults 
 Wandering Well is an intentional approach to emerging adulthood, inviting 
people to hold tensions together, create new habits, cultivate a growth mindset, and 
journey with fellow wayfarers. Like other scholars, Dr. Turner noted that the Babylonian 
exile was a defining time in the life of Israel where they, he said, “It’s [exile’s] historical, 
political, and theological realities demanded a reconsideration of what it meant to be the 
‘people of God.’” 285 For Israel, there is no more fundamental question. Being the people 
of God was their core sense of identity and it was associated with land and protection and 
both of those were gone for a season. To form a new understanding of their belonging to 
God, they were scattered and they had to hold two central, and seemingly opposing, 
components of the character of God together—his justice and his mercy. Holding 
seemingly opposing things together can often lead to new, innovative understanding and 
transcendence because the standard definitions cannot be relied upon. Things are looked 
at and investigated with refreshed rigor and imagination.  
 I propose 5 movements, connecting opposing ideas, that could foster 
transformation and flourishing in and after the exilic season of emerging adulthood. First, 
holding together being scattered and sent by the Lord. When young people graduate 
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college in a moment their community evaporates, at least at they knew it, and everyone is 
scattered. However, each of those people were also sent by God to do participate in his 
redemptive work in the world. This is represented in the parable of The Good Shepherd 
in John 10, which says, “The sheep listen to his voice. He calls his own sheep by name 
and leads them out.” To be scattered implies the randomness of a farmer sprinkling seeds 
or the widespread judgment of God, according to Dr. Turner. 286 However, the prophet 
Ezekiel brings these together in a way that gives new dimension to both. He said, in 
Chapter 11, verse 16,  
  “Therefore say: ‘This is what the Sovereign Lord says: Although I sent  
  them far away among the nations and scattered them among the countries,  
  yet for a little while I have been a sanctuary for them in the countries  
  where they have gone.” 
 
To be scattered and sent means to be spread across a wide area, with purpose and the 
promise of God’s uninterrupted presence. Dr. Barton also pointed out that this 
combination is also missional. He said, “She [Israel] had been conceited, thinking that 
she was chosen for her superior worth; her real choice was that through knowledge of 
God and through suffering she might win the world to him.” 287 
 To win the world for him—quite something to be scattered and sent to do, but 
what about calling. In this newly understood sending, calling plays an important role. On 
the surface, they would appear opposites. To be called back into relationship with God 
and at the same time be sent. Jesus recognized this in his disciples, as they were preparing 
to lose him. In John 14, verses 17 and 18, Jesus said, “But you know him, for he lives 
with you and will be in you. I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you.”  This 
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opens an ocean of possibilities—to go anywhere and be near to God because he called 
you. Again, this adds new depth to calling as it is coupled with being sent. 
 To understand calling in this way breathes new life into being creative, which 
could mistakenly seem to have no role in calling. To look at it simply would say there is 
no creativity necessary in calling because it is born outside of a person and bestowed. If 
the Spirit lives inside us, as Jesus promised, then our calling comes from within and is 
uncovered, rather than bestowed. As Paul said to the Ephesians in Chapter 2 verse 10, 
“For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God 
prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them. From our renewed relationship with 
God, we have freedom to explore, create and dream with his Spirit through a season of 
exile, discovering ways to live life in service of His glory. 
 Creativity, however, seems in utter conflict with the destruction that inevitably 
comes in an exilic season. Lingering here for a moment recalls Jesus’ words to his 
disciples, as recorded in Matthew 16:25, “For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, 
but whoever loses their life for me will find it.” This underscores the reality of death and 
destruction, at least in a metaphorical, sometimes literal sense, but Paul unpacked this 
thinking further in his second letter to the Corinthians. He said in 2 Corinthians 2:17, 
“Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come.” A new creation sounds 
like a blank canvas. Created, by a creative God, to create, a new creation begs for 
creativity, and it took destruction of some kind to bring it to bear. In the Babylonian 
exile, the destruction of the places of worship created the opportunity for the Israelites to 
rethink how they practice their faith. There are many opportunities in Emerging 
Adulthood for the destruction of old habits of faith, making way for new ones.  
 105 
 Finally, when destruction becomes an opportunity for creativity and new creation, 
it is no longer an opponent of belonging, it becomes a conduit to belonging. In 2nd 
Corinthians Paul talked about losing your life to gain in. In that same passage, he talked 
about this meaning someone is “at home with the Lord.” Galatians 3, verse 26 confirms, 
“For in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith.” This means that dying to self 
and opening yourself up to the creative life with the Holy Spirit, means you belong to 
God and all of his family. There is no higher order of belonging, but it started with being 
scattered. The process of wandering and being found again and belonging in a way that 
can never be lost.  
 
Something New, Not Old 
 Dr. Turner was clear that the restoration of Israel was not just a return to what 
was, it was making something new. Something that could endure and expand because the 
new covenant could not be broken.288 In his book on adulthood, David Mintz quoted the 
French philosopher Henri Bergson who said, “To exist is to change; to change is to 
mature; to mature is to create oneself endlessly.”289 This concept fits with the generative 
approach to the faith of Israel. To grow into something new, and not fall back into the old 
once freedom sets in, calls for changing habits. In her book on habits, Gretchen Rubin 
reported that transitions are ripe opportunities for developing new habits. She explained 
when people pay attention to starting and stopping, they can be more intentional about 
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their choices, and choices become habits.290 Exile initiates a series of stopping, which 
creates the need for starting something else. People can approach that with intention or 
not. To Wonder Well, intentionality is imperative, but intention to the right thing. If the 
intention is not to glorify God with life, new habits will reflect a different goal. Leaving 
intentionality out of the equation altogether will often result in being right back where 
one started—that is the power of habit, according to Rubin. 291 The Israelites, lead by a 
few major prophets, had the courage to look deeply at their practices and habits, and they 
matured because of it.  
 Openness to look deeply at comfortable, especially sacred habits, takes one 
thing—a “growth mindset”, as defined by Dr. Clark Dweck. She claimed that a growth 
mindset is born from the belief that personal capabilities can be developed through effort; 
the opposite being a “fixed mindset” where people believe they are the way they will 
always be.292 She is a renowned social psychologist, and therefore thinks of this on a 
personal, developmental level. However, institutions, religious and otherwise, can also 
exhibit growth and fixed mindsets, not to mention the individuals in those institutions. 
The Israelites in exile exhibited a growth mindset which enable flourishing. In 
Wandering Well, emerging adult must employ a growth mindset, trust that through the 
work of the Holy Spirit, not just personal effort, as Dweck defined it, people and 
institutions can mature and flourish even in the most challenging of seasons.  
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 A growth mindset begs the question of flourishing, which is available to those 
who Wander Well, moving from scattered to belonging by holding in tension ideas that 
seem in conflict. Instead of saying “this of that,” say, “both, and.” This creates 
imagination to further understand the complexity of discipleship, that will continually 
bring about waves of exile and home. Dr. Turner began his book on exile by naming the 
many occurrences of exile in the bible starting with Adam and Eve being “exiled” from 
the garden. He went on to recall,  
  … Cain’s wandering through the land of Nod; Abraham’s journey to the  
  land of Canaan; Jacob’s flight from his homeland; Joseph’s deportation to  
  Egypt; Moses’ wandering in the wilderness; David’s escape from Saul;  
  and Assyria’s deportation of the Northern Kingdom.” 293 
 
This list confirms the pattern of exile in the Bible and among God’s people. Through his 
grace, we have a roadmap to wander through exile well, cultivating individual and 












                                                      





A COMMUNITY OF WANDERERS 
 
Wandering Well proposes a posture and series of pivots that invite an emerging 
adult to hold in tension conflicting messages they hear in order to glean a deeper, more 
transcendent meaning of both words. That process would take one from feeling scattered 
and dejected to feeling like they belong in the family of God. To belong to God means to 
be fully adopted by him. Once a lost orphan, and now, an heir to the world. Connecting 
this to the life of an emerging adult is the key to flourishing in emerging adulthood and 
beyond. Galatians chapters 4 and 5 outline adoption into the family of God, framing a 
gospel for emerging adults in their exilic season of life. Being heir to the world with 
Christ, secure in your relationship to him, offers a new sense of freedom that needs to be 
cultivated and partnered in during this season of life through vocation formation. Finally, 
the cornerstone to a ministry approach for emerging adults is community. With a season 
of life defined by lack of attachments, this needs to be a key component of creating an 
environment for them to flourish.  
 
The Gospel for Emerging Adults 
Galatians is commonly known as the “Gospel of Freedom” and is therefore an 
appropriate text for ministry to emerging adults who are experiencing an exilic season of 
life. Starting in the end of chapter 4, Paul uses Hagar and Sarah as an analogy of living 
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under the law and living in the freedom of Christ’s Gospel. In Chapter 4, verses 22-23, he 
wrote,  
 For it is written that Abraham had two sons, one by the slave woman and  
  the other by the free woman. His son by the slave woman was born  
  according to the flesh, but his son by the free woman was born as the  
  result of a divine promise.  
 
Paul went on to explain to the Galatians that they were living as though they wanted to be 
children of the slave woman, when they were actually children of the free woman. He 
added, in verse 31, “Therefore, brothers and sisters, we are not children of the slave 
woman, but of the free woman.” 
It is significant that in verse 31 Paul uses the word “we,” which includes himself 
in the blessing that he is teaching. That is different than in verse 28, where he said the 
same thing, but said “you,” and significant because Paul is “including himself with his 
Gentile converts,”294 even though he was not actually a Gentile convert. As a tool for 
ministry with emerging adults, being sympathetic and compassionate will go a long way, 
especially because they are so many options flying around about Millennials.  Many 
adults are too quick to make sweeping statements, often judgmental, about Millennials, 
specifically that they are entitled, don’t want to work, are self-centered and disengaged. 
First of all, that is an unfair caricature of emerging adults, but moreover, it refuses any 
social responsibility those who raised this generation, the adults and the culture as a 
whole. As churches foster communities of emerging adults to wander well, these attitudes 
cannot be present. They are directly opposed to embracing a season of exploration, which 
the Wandering Well approach wants to support and lean into.  
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Continuing to look at Galatians, the lack of transition between chapter 4 and 5 
causes some discussion and debate; some even suggest that 5:1 is actually the concluding 
verse for chapter 4.295 Regardless of details, it is clear that Paul’s allegory of Hagar and 
Sarah sets up all of chapter 5. In this first verse, Paul used his classic indicative statement 
followed by an imperative statement. He stated the reality that Christ died to set us free, 
and followed it with what they should do because of it.296 All of chapter 5:1-12 with 1:6-
10 “form an inclusio for Paul’s whole treatment of the Judaizing threat in the body of his 
letter.”297 Meaning, those two sections are used as a description and a frame of the threat 
Paul describes in the body of the letter, the threat of the Judaizes.  
Richard N. Longenecker, in his Galatians commentary, pointed out how prevalent 
the theme of freedom is throughout Paul’s entire letter.298 Paul started the letter, Chapter 
1 verse 4, with a call out of slavery by saying, “The Lord Jesus Christ, who gave himself 
for our sins to rescue us from the present evil age.” It is important because people have to 
be enslaved, or in some kind of bondage, in order to be rescued. When it comes to 
emerging adulthood, there is no rescuing from literal bondage. The season of life will 
take 7 to 10 years regardless. However, freedom from the bondage of hopelessness is the 
beginning of freedom for them. 
At the end of the first verse of Chapter 5, Paul released the Galatians from the 
“yoke of slavery.” There are many places where the work ‘yoke’ is used and it has 
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several meanings, but this one is a bit out of the ordinary. For example, in the well-
known verse, Matthew 11:29, “Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am 
gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls,” Jesus used it to 
describe “enrollment in the school of wisdom.”299 Yoke can also be used to describe the 
burden of slavery, which Paul used in his first letter to Timothy, Chapter 6:1; he said, 
“All who are under the yoke of slavery,” 300 
However, neither of those uses fully encompass nor accurately describe how 
‘yoke’ is being used in Galatians. In this verse it is used in a less-known definition, which 
was to describe keeping the Law of Moses.301 Usually the Law was seen as freeing during 
this time, but Paul, in his letter to the churches in Galatia, emphasized that the Law kept 
free people bound by using the word ‘yoke’ instead of ‘Law.’302 Peter’s use of ‘yoke’ in 
Acts 15 is commonly understood as a similar use of the word in Galatians 5. Again, Peter 
referred to the Law as ‘yoke,’ but more importantly, he associated it to bondage or 
slavery.303 In Acts 15:1, Peter said, “Now then, why do you try to test God by putting on 
the necks of Gentiles a yoke that neither we nor our ancestors have been able to bear?” 
This is another time where without vision and hope for what could be, people, especially 
people in transition, revert to old habits. As Schreiner said in the Living under Grace 
section of his commentary, “We are called to live out the freedom that is already ours and 
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not to turn back to slavery.”304 It is what God, through Paul in this letter, is calling us to 
do. 
 As Paul goes on in the letter to the Galatians, he explicitly attacked the Judaizers 
for their obsession and attachment to the Law. Paul quickly attacked them right where it 
would have been incredibly inflaming, and he did so with fervor. Galatians 5:2 translated, 
“Mark my words!” by the NIV, is “Look:” in the ESV, and “Listen!” in the NLT; in his 
paraphrase The Message, Eugene Peterson translated the same verse as, “I am emphatic 
about this.” All of those translations lend themselves to the same conclusion, Paul is 
making it clear that what follows is serious and important.305 Circumcision was definitely 
the ‘hot topic’ of the time, because they were trying to decide whether or not to be 
circumcised.306 However, Paul recognized that it represented a much bigger issue, which 
was the Judaizers continual attempt to be saved by their works and them trying to pass 
that onto Gentile converts as well.307 Paul whole-heartedly disagrees and wants to 
promote freedom through grace; as F.F. Bruce said, “He [Paul] emphasizes the 
hopelessness of their plight if they rely on law-keeping, and the blessedness of the life of 
the Spirit to which they are called.”308  
 In verses 3 and 4, Paul emphasizes his point from verse 2: do not be enslaved to 
the law anymore, but live in the grace Christ offered when He died and rose again. As 
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Schreiner stated simply, “If keeping the law leads to salvation, then Christ is 
superfluous,”309 and that cannot be true. Practically speaking, in ministry it is 
fundamental that people hear and believe that works for personal salvation are fruitless. 
Specifically in verse 4 of Chapter 5, Paul proclaimed distance between those who 
practice the Law and Christ; he said, “You who are trying to be justified by the law have 
been alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from grace.”  
 Next, Paul made an equally critical point. He told the Galatians that righteousness 
is not the goal anymore, faith is, and it is only by faith that a believer could await 
righteousness. Paul is making an eschatological statement about righteousness being 
made complete on the last day, but he maintained the prominence of faith.310 The Greek 
word here, commonly translated as “faith,” is also defined as having the sense of, 
“‘confidence,’ ‘certainty,’ ‘trust’”311 Paul’s emphasis on trust is a direct divergence from 
the work-based law because trust can be difficult— it requires surrendering control. 
Again, for emerging adults who experience such transience in jobs, friends and partners, 
trust is extremely difficult. 
 The final verse is repetitive, which signifies importance in Scripture. Paul is 
summarizing the previous verses and then adds on love at the end, which is the only time 
in all of his letters that he associates them so closely. Longenecker supposed, “It seems, 
therefore, that, having give a précis of his teaching, Paul realizes he needs to emphasize 
more directly the ethical dynamic inherent in the relationship of being “in Christ 
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Jesus.”312 The last reaction Paul sought by preaching the gospel, and not works, was a 
complacent body of Christ. In a clear summary, “Faith, of course, is not a nullity. It is 
living and active and powerful. It expresses itself in love.  
 Action is what happens when people fully grasp what faith in Christ means. It is 
not important to get ‘right’ action out of people outside of trust in Christ, which is a 
common misconception in ministry to young adults. Specifically, in emerging adulthood, 
focusing on trusting God with the future, allows active participation in the present. Many 
young adults are paralyzed by indecision. They are either afraid they don’t know God’s 
will and may choose the wrong path, or they simply have too many options are afraid 
they will miss out on something. An imbalanced focus right actions or behaviors misses 
the point altogether. It puts the person you are ministering to right back into bondage to 
to hope of saving himself or herself. 
 
Explore Freedom in Christ 
 In his highly valuable and accessible book Every Good Endeavor, Tim Keller 
explained, “Freedom is not so much the absence of restrictions as finding the right ones, 
those that fit with the realities of our own nature and those of the world.”313 While kids 
are growing up, their hopes and dreams are filled with “you can do anything” messages 
and literature. However, as they grow, sometimes especially as they grow in their 
spiritual walks, they become weighted by the burden of God’s apparent plan for their 
lives. Culture suggests that God has a specific plan for each person’s life and everyone’s 
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job in life is to discover it, as if God is hiding it. Wandering Well is rooted in the freedom 
Paul described in Galatians 4 and 5.  
Freedom was a notoriously challenging concept even for disciples because there 
was such temptation to return to the law. Rejecting the freedom Christ gives is to reject 
the life He calls us to, to reject our vocation. It is time to discover a new rhythm of life 
that embraces this freedom, navigating the emerging adulthood years. Identity plays a 
significant role in freedom. Having identity in Christ is not the same as having freedom in 
Christ, however, they are a package deal. For their Jews, their identity was wrapped up in 
being keepers of the law, especially the Pharisees and the Sadducees. When identity is in 
distressed people react desperately trying to cling to what is left of the old. Post-college 
and entering professional life, most emerging adults are clinging to what is left of their 
college identity, but there is an invitation; many are just not taking it. The invitation to 
follow Christ is an invitation to find identity in Christ as well. Again, it is the adoption as 
sons and daughters that secures identity in Christ and his family. It is from a place of 
complete and harnessed identity in Christ, Wandering Well can begin. 
For Christians, a thick theology of identity is fundamental because it is too easy to 
assume identity is something that it is not. Identity is not as simple as being athletic, 
being artistic, being a victim, or being from a certain zip code; identity is “expressed” 
through everything someone does.  Psalm 139 paints a clear picture of how man was 
made and what he was made for. David marveled that God created everyone and they 
were created for him; He knows everything about every one and everyone was made 
uniquely.   
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Motivated by God’s great love for us, there was an intervention by His grace. The 
first chapter of the Gospel of John highlighted this, saying, “For from his fullness we 
have all received, grace upon grace. For the law was given through Moses; grace and 
truth cam through Jesus Christ.”  Finally, now that grace has been offered to all, identity 
can become complete in how it is expressed and lived out. In Ephesians 4, Paul urges 
each believer to “To live a life worthy of the calling you have received.” Paul goes on to 
describe the “new life” that can only be found through Christ. Discerning that new life is 
a personal process, and the further people go, the more they can know themselves. This is 
the process of finding one’s identity. It is an important distinction to make that no one is 
called to be Christ. His work is His and now all believers have their own, specific and 
significant, work to do. A Christian’s identity is not found in the religious practices and 
traditions of the faith either; his or her personal identity is found through creation and 
redemption in Jesus Christ.  
Freedom that comes from true, secured identity in Christ invites a journey with 
Christ through life, employing the Holy Spirit’s discernment to direct your path. As it is 
written in Deuteronomy 31:8,  says, “The Lord himself goes before you and will be with 
you; he will never leave you nor forsake you. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged.” 
C.S. Lewis described the process this way, 
Progress means getting nearer to the place you want to be. And if you 
have taken a wrong turn, then to go forward does not get you any nearer. 
If you are on the wrong road, progress means doing an about-turn and 
walking back to the right road; and in that case the man who turns back 
soonest is the most progressive man.314  
Lewis makes an important point assuming some missteps along the path of life. 
Sometimes freedom, and courage, mean taking steps toward a desired outcome, and other 
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times it’s turning back to find a new direction. Conversely, Meg Jay points out, at least 
for emerging adults, the tendency is to reinvent too often, trying to change their emotions 
by changing jobs, or vice versa.315 This, of course, can be as dangerous as ignoring the 
freedom all together. A deep sense of vocation grounds identity and freedom in practice 
for anyone, especially emerging adults. An emerging adult ministry without a focus on 
vocation has missed a fundamental component of discipleship in this season of life.  
 
Awareness and Acceptance 
 Vocation is the expression of Christian identity, freely lived out in the whole of a 
person’s life. The order here is of the utmost importance—vocation is the expression of 
identity, not the other way around, and this is key to any ministry with EAs. Emerging 
adults, like those who have come before them, are trying to construct their identity from 
what they do, professionally, personally, relationally, socially, etc. Pastor Tim Keller 
notices this in his congregation; he reported,  
  Perhaps it is related to the mobility of our urban culture and the resulting  
  disruption of community, but in New York City many young people see  
  the process of career selection more as the choice of an identity marker  
  than a consideration of gifting and passions to contribute to the world.316  
True Christian vocation encompasses two tasks. First, vocation getting right with God. 
Second, it is to participate with God in the redemption of this world. 
  In exile, it was difficult for many of the Jews in Babylon to believe that God was 
going to rescue them—that His work with them was still unfinished. However, it was 
clear in the prophetic messages, that God with be with them in exile and restore them to 
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their land again.  In Daniel 6, verses 26 and 27, he said, “For he is the living God and he 
endures forever; his kingdom will not be destroyed, his dominion will never end.” As 
Goldingay pointed out in his commentary, “The confession goes far beyond that at the 
end of chap. 3 in acknowledging the living, enduring, secure and active power of 
Daniel’s God.” 317 It was an unconcealed token of God’s reign when the king controlling 
the exile claimed Daniel’s God as one whose “dominion will never end.”  
 Even with reminders in exile, it was a challenge to see God’s work in the world, 
and that is true today as well, especially in the exilic season of emerging adulthood. 
Reminders of God’s promises, dominion and faithfulness would deeply encourage 
emerging adults.  As they face the great challenge of participating with God in the 
redemption of the world, they need to be able to recognize what God is up to. There are 
two necessary keys to unlocking this: awareness and acceptance.  Awareness is the ability 
to recognize the work of God, including knowledge of, and deep desire for, the telos—the 
end goal of our work as expressed in Revelation 21, verses 3 and 4,  
  “Look! God’s dwelling place is now among the people, and he will dwell  
  with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them  
  and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no 
  more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has  
  passed away.” 
When it comes to Wandering Well, sharing in John’s vision of the new heaven 
and new earth is essential. If hope in this is lost, the point will be missed and our new 
habits will be in futile. The second key, acceptance, which is submitting to God’s 
ultimate authority and omniscience. In this context, the marriage of awareness and 
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acceptance is activated through followership. When people have an established sense for 
awareness and acceptance, they being to flourish as humans through followership 
because dignity, worth, identity and vocation all intersect with one another. As C.S. 
Lewis discovered, “And out of that hopeless attempt has come nearly all that we call 
human history—money, poverty, ambition, war, prostitution, classes, empires, slavery—
the long terrible story of man trying to find something other than God which will make 
him happy.”318 Most emerging adults are desperately searching to find something to 
make them happy, and like Lewis, according to Christian Smith’s research, most are not 
looking to God for the answer. 319  
 
Foster Life Together 
It is key is any ministry to emerging adults to have very intentional community. A 
central challenge of emerging adulthood is isolation. They have, likely, detached from 
their family of origin, left their community at college, but have yet to attach to a partner 
in adulthood. This leaves them alone in their searching. Wandering Well never takes 
place in isolation. Each person’s journey is his or hers alone, but they are not alone while 
they trek. A barrier to community is the fragility of this season, especially around identity 
and vocational formation. Henri Nouwen described the natural hesitation of vulnerability 
in Christian community in his book Out of Solitude; when people find their voices or 
identity, it is as if people are afraid to let anyone else speak into it.320  
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Communities of young people are built around each individuals’ needs and 
environments: friends, a seat at the cafeteria, sports team, family, neighborhood, sorority, 
etc.. In adulthood, however, community is rarely engaged in environment, people at work 
with, the Starbucks barista pouring coffee every day for the same people, the family next 
door, etc. Even more rare is community developed around the needs of adults simply 
because out of a false understanding of autonomy, adults want to fulfill all of their needs 
on their own.  In his prolific book on Christian community, Dietrich Bonhoeffer said, 
“Let him who cannot be alone beware of community. Let him who is not in community 
beware of being alone.”321 People are a danger to their communities, spiritually and 
developmentally, if they are not okay with themselves; this is the plague of the adolescent 
and emerging adult. To the same point, people who cannot be in community are a danger 
to themselves spiritually and developmentally; this is the plague of the adult. Fostering 
the habit of cultivating community in the lives of emerging adults will serve them 
through this season of life and well beyond. 
 A key contributor to a lack of community in young adults is the fluidity of this 
season of life, as previously described. Specifically, the constant fluidity of home; as 
Sharon Parks said in Big Questions, Worthy Dreams, “This is becoming not so much a 
matter of leaving home as it is undergoing a series of transformations in the meaning of 
home.” 322  She continued, “Emerging adults are trying to decide their whole lives and 
that in a redefining of home; as mentors, if we can provide temporary homes for them 
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along the way that is helpful,”323 which references a piece of community, a mentor. 
Although Parks specifically discussed the important role of mentoring, she is touching 
the larger issue of developing new community is this season of life.  
 David Elkind discussed individuation saying, “The implications of this [lack of 
community] are far-reaching because it is the beginning of the separation of a child’s 
attachment to their parents toward an attachment to their peers.”324 The creates and 
sustains the instability of emerging adulthood because people keep detaching and 
reattaching. Eventually, these young people lose the motivation and energy it takes to 
create and recreate community just to see everyone else leave, or until they leave. The 
result is isolation, knowing and feeling know by no one.  
Another reason to participate in Christian community, beyond Jesus’ command 
and for the sake of fully bearing the image of God to the world, is to know God more. 
The philosopher Soren Kierkegaard explained that true love is to help another love God 
more.325 This is a beautiful reality of a community of believers: people growing together 
as they love each other in Christ. There is a familiar passage in book of Colossians, 
chapter 2 verses 12-14, that puts this together. It says,  
Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe 
yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. 
Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has a grievance 
against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these 
virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity. 
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Along with vocation, cultivating rich community needs to be a cornerstone to any 
ministry serving emerging adults. N.T Wright names the goal of Christian community 
and our shared work in the world through this image of a woman playing in a orchestra. 
He said,  
  She is playing, consciously and delightedly, as part of a much larger  
  whole, making her own contribution but aware of the music's whole sweep 
  and flow, and of the other contributions which are so different to her own,  
  but so thoroughly complementary.326 
 
The final juxtaposition of Wandering Well is at the intersection of freedom and 
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An anthem for Millennials, by Millennial Ingrid Michaelson, states, “And are we 
there yet? And are we there yet? And are we there yet? Home, home, home.” 327  This 
could just as easily be the anthem for the Israelites when they were in Babylon. 
Eventually, their anthem had to change. God’s prophet Jeremiah made it clear that 
flourishing for the Israelites meant flourishing in Babylon.328 For Emerging Adults it isn’t 
about looking to leave the physical place they’ve been exiled to. However, it is about 
longing for a safe place to become.  
Much of life is oriented around transitions, and there is a big one that happens to 
us at the end of adolescence. This transition is dynamic and multi-dimensional because it 
is biological, social and developmental. Adolescence has been a fraught season of life for 
centuries. Most parenting books, articles and blogs about parenting adolescents reference 
simply surviving, which indicates the confluence of all the transitions in mind, body, 
experience and spirit. What we have learned and seen in the past 15 years is the external 
factors that promote or restrict the social and developmental transitions from adolescence 
to adulthood have shifted. Much of that shift has created barriers and delays to achieving 
adulthood, which has significantly delayed when adulthood is being achieved. The issue 
is complicated by what Chap Clark says, “It [adolescence] begins in biology, but ends in 
culture.”329  
This delay has prompted social scientists and psychologists to explore what has 
become a new developmental life stage. There are two keys to understanding the shift 
that has happened. First, we need to understand the developmental process and the goals 
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of adolescence, which are “identity, autonomy, and belonging.” The other factor are the 
changes in society, specifically in the family, institutions, and women in the workplace. 
A significant learning from this work is the social capital bankruptcy of young people 
today. All of these competing forces generate stressed families and communities, who 
don’t have the time and energy, nor the understanding of the importance, to invest 
relationally in young people. Now, as a society we are paying the cost because we have a 
generation that is taking longer to achieve adulthood. As we explored this new reality, we 
identified a tremendous opportunity for spiritual formation, but only if this new season of 
life is optimized.  
This took us to take a deep dive into Emerging Adulthood, which is the term 
Jeffrey Arnett coined for this new life stage. The key takeaway from this is what he 
named as the five features of that season of life. They are: 
1) It is the age of identity explorations, of trying out various possibilities, 
especially in love and work. 2) It is the age of instability. 3) It is the most 
self-focused age of life. 4) It is the age of feeling in-between, in transition, 
neither adolescent nor adult. 5) It is the age of possibilities, when hopes 
flourish, when people have an unparalleled opportunity to transform their 
lives. 330 
This identification of what defines Emerging Adulthood laid the groundwork for the 
comparison of this season of life with the season of Babylonian exile. It became clear that 
young people were leaving formal education, whether after high school or college or 
post-college, without secure identity, autonomy or belonging. Most of their identity 
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formation, if not all, was one in the context of the institutions they’d existed in—namely 
family and school. When their relationships with those institutions change, and they are 
often literally scattered from friends and family in pursuit of life, adventure and work, 
they are lost. It is especially disruptive because they felt as those their identity was 
secure, and only experience that it wasn’t with the loss of institutions. This fuels their 
season of untethered, lonely exploration in search of what they thought they had. There is 
an undoing, and the headwaters of seemingly limitless opportunity, and many are having 
a hard time constructing. In my ongoing conversations and interviews with 20 
somethings I mentor, I find that few are able to use their exploring to construct and 
uncover an identity. Too many are just wandering, waiting for something to define them, 
which has happened in other season of life—their family, a team, friend-group, or school. 
This wandering has a literal feature, marked by the actual movement associated with 
being a young adult. However, it also has a metaphorical feature in their search for 
belong and calling. All of these we looked at next, all exploring the intersection of 
Emerging Adults wandering to the wandering of the Israelites in Babylon.  
 Wandering is the defining characteristic of emerging adulthood and exile. 
Arnett’s term exploration, signals an intentionality I’m not convinced emerging adults are 
working from. It is often a default of wandering, but developing an intentional approach 
would shape a formless season of life. For the Israelites, wandering in exile began with 
lamenting what was happening. However, it ended up being a season of significant 
progress and the formation of an enduring faith. 331 In looking at exile in comparison to 
emerging adulthood, it became clear that there is a significant opportunity to deep 
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reflection in this season, and although being untethered creates some pain and disruption, 
it is the very same thing that creates the opportunity to form an enduring faith—just like 
the Israelites. The activity of wandering directly presses into the adult need for autonomy. 
 Being untethered in geography and institution is intensely underscored for 
Emerging Adults by being untethered in relationships, creating a vacuum in their work of 
achieving belonging for adulthood. Life together is spelled out in Acts and Bonhoeffer’s 
Life Together depicts an approach, but the natural challenges of emerging adulthood, 
similar to exile, call for a re-imagination of community and belonging in a transient 
season and society. Along with the logistical challenges, the “clusters” formed in 
adolescence pose another type of challenge. A very interesting learning in the context of 
20 something experiencing exile goes back to how they combated the insecurity of 
adolescence with “clusters” in junior high and high school. They expect to be defined by 
the group of friends they associate with and have adopted them as a necessity, but life 
outside formal education doesn’t allow for clustering in the same way. The shape this 
takes in emerging adulthood is “urban tribes.” The trick remains when they natural form 
community, do they cultivate belonging, in the biblical sense, or are they functional 
support systems, drafting off one another’s wanderings and enabling the perpetual feeling 
of exile and waiting.  
 The final exploration from a theological perspective in gaining understanding of 
the Emerging Adulthood experience and seeking wisdom from exile, is calling. It was 
important to understand the depth of calling, beginning with our primary calling before 
jumping to a secondary calling, where we too often begin. A central part of the 
exploration in our twenties is about our work, career, calling or vocation, depending on 
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what, if any, Christian or American tradition with which one was raised. Either way, 
everyone, especially in their twenties are trying to figure out what they are doing with 
their lives. The most significant finding was the parallel between the reflex of self-focus 
of the Israelites and the natural self-focus of emerging adulthood. Jeremiah exclaimed to 
the exiles that in the flourishing of Babylon, they will find their flourishing.332 For 
Emerging Adults there is the same call, bloom where you are planted, for however long 
you are there. There is a waiting impulse when in exile, to wait until it’s over to begin. 
Through Jeremiah, God gives an opposite directive. This seems to run directly against the 
cultural momentum of “follow your dreams,” “you can do anything,” and alike sayings, 
but it only works again us when it causes paralysis. A robust understanding of calling 
gives freedom and wisdom to exploration of craft, passion and need. 
This led to the concept of Wandering Well. There is no doubt that wandering is a 
natural part of life as an emerging adult. It is also part of life in exile. The wandering is 
multidimensional because it happens in our material, relational and spiritual lives. 
Wandering Well in a concept that intends to give permission and direction to the 
wanderings of 20 somethings, informed by the Babylonian exile, aligned to the 
developmental needs to achieve adulthood, and relevant to experience in the world today. 
First, it invites us to wander in service of formation, not wander in our waiting. It gives 
direction to develop opposable thinking, engage a growth mindset, and journey with 
others to make sense of a season of exploration. This notion is confirmed by how 
productive the season of exile was in developing Judaism as we know it today.  
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Specifically, a key insight from exile was the movement from a covenant of 
rituals, to a covenant of the heart. 333 Emerging Adults of faith are experiencing the same 
things. The rituals might not be as formed and concrete as those of the Israelites, but we 
have rituals. We have quiet times and retreats; we have an entire language we speak in 
shorthand with other “believers.” We have leaders, roles, books, Sunday services, 
missional communities, etc. What we see in the spiritual lives of emerging adults is a 
consistent faith, but inconsistent expressions of that faith—same result as exile because 
of the loss of the institutions and rituals of faith. Wandering through our twenties leaves 
everything in flux and our rituals and rhythms are disrupted, we meet people that don’t 
speak our language, and old routines don’t cultivate the same intimacy. The center of 
gravity was shifted in exile for Israel, and the same can happen for young men and 
women in emerging adulthood. If the loss of the structures, languages and rituals of 
adolescent faith fade away, there are two options. First, which happens all too often, is 
faith is lost because when things shifted from the rituals they didn’t go anywhere. 
However, if the loss of rituals can spark the movement of the center of gravity for faith to 
be in the heart, then it becomes central to mature spiritual formation. That is what 
Wandering Well can shape, is making sure in the wandering, relationship with God 
doesn’t fall away with the rituals, but that relationship is moved into our hearts. 
An absolute key to this is for Emerging Adults to wander well together. The 
Israelites were productive in exile in part because they were there together. They had 
each other to lean on, to remember and to encourage. Together, twenty somethings can 
navigate five movements that could pull the center of gravity to their interior life. The 
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four movements are: 1) from feeling scattered to being sent; 2) from thinking calling is 
bestowed, you are sent, to experiencing the uncovering of calling; 3) from feelings of loss 
and destruction to experiencing preparation as calling emerges; and 4) then finally when 
we move from preparation to creatively participating in our calling.   
For Emerging Adulthood, one of the most important aspects of the gospel is the 
freedom it affords. Leaving behind the “yolk of slavery” referenced throughout the New 
Testament, takes faith, which is why it comes up so often in Scripture. Therefore, we 
need to spur each other on to live as slaves no more. This word needs to be done in 
community because it is equally difficult to let go of our strongholds as it is to not adopt 
new ones. The key here is that anyone trying to promote Wandering Well in Emerging 
Adulthood, needs to cultivate a community of wanderers.  
Cultivating a community of wanderers seems to be the thing that gets missed in 
much of contemporary Christian response. I see churches develop community, of course, 
but they are often more geared to waiting out or ending the wandering as soon as 
possible. The two main areas of engagement for emerging adults in the church are singles 
ministries and faith and work ministries. These are great vehicles for formation, but I 
would encourage an exilic approach to these programs and the communities being 
cultivate. An exilic approach includes two paradigms. First, it is vital to start from an 
understanding of the loss of institutions and rituals emerging adults are experiencing, 
regardless of their ability to articulate that loss. The other paradigm is that wandering is 
not bad. Changing that notion paves the way for deep, thoughtful, prayerful exploration 
while wandering that can develop an enduring faith life far beyond a tricky season.  
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J.R. Tolkien has a line in a poem that many have heard. I think it perfectly 
describes the difference between just wandering through emerging adulthood, waiting, 
and wandering well through it and creating. Tolkien said, “Not all those who wonder are 
lost.”334 My hope is that the church can companion emerging adults by cultivating 
communities who Wander Well and employ creativity to flourish in a season of exile and 
in following seasons of home. 
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